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Abstract 
 
Blended learning has become a popular method for the delivery of distance 
education, however, it has not always delivered on its promised potential. This study 
investigates the enablers and barriers that emerged when a group of  10  teacher aides 
who were studying a Certificate IV course in Education Support by distance 
education engaged with a flexible model of blended learning. The findings from this 
research shed light on the experiences of novice technology users participation in 
blended learning. The study highlights the significance of factors such as isolation, 
technology, communication, connectivity, prior learning, and the growth of self-
efficacy that influenced learner engagement.   
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 Chapter 1: Introduction 1 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 
This thesis has explored the introduction of blended learning to a group of students 
who are studying through distance education in the vocational education sector. The 
research questions for this research were: 
 How do distance education students perceive the options available through a 
model of blended learning as meeting their learning needs?  
 Why are different aspects of a blended learning model perceived as enablers 
or barriers to learning through distance education? 
This chapter outlines the background to the research (Section 1.2) and provides 
definitions of the major terms used (Section 1.3) within the research. It also discusses 
the research context (Section 1.4) and the purpose for the research (Section 1.5). 
Section 1.6 describes the significance of the research and finally, Section 1.7 
includes an outline of the remaining chapters of the thesis. 
1.2 BACKGROUND 
The emergence of online technologies generated the belief that traditional print-and-
post distance education would be transformed (Bennet, Agostinho, Lockyer, & 
Harper, 2009). At this time, many educational organisations were struggling to 
provide cost-effective, distance-mode education, and they predicted that the 
availability of personal computers, the Internet, and the range of other developing 
technologies would allow learners to choose and review material at their own pace 
(Eklund, Kay, & Lynch, 2003). Educators considered online technologies as tools 
that could effectively reach out to students, no matter where they were living. This 
increased connectivity had the potential to link them with the centres of learning in 
an efficient, effective, and above all economical manner (Van Dam, 2001).  
While the potential was there to revolutionise the delivery of learning using 
computer technology, it has not always been seen to fulfil that potential (Brabazon, 
2002). Students wanted more than asynchronous communication from their learning 
institutions, and a number of students studying online expressed dissatisfaction with 
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what they were offered (Bersin, 2004; Moore & Fetzner, 2009; Moore & Kearsley, 
2011). They became disengaged, not only from their studies but also in many cases 
from the organisation offering their courses (Radwan & Leeds, 2009). The response 
from educators,  was not to abandon e-learning but rather to look at different models 
of delivery of online learning to see if there was a way online learning models could 
be altered to achieve better outcomes for learners (Holley & Oliver, 2009; Levine & 
Sun, 2002). 
Oliver and Trigwell (2005) claimed that millions of British pounds have been 
invested unwisely in pursuing online training. They believe that a compromise 
position needed to be found so that this investment would not go unrewarded. This 
middle ground would avoid exclusive online or face-to-face models of training, as it 
had become increasingly evident that an effective replacement for face-to-face 
learning was not going to be achieved by simply placing text on screens (Schuhmann 
& Skopek, 2009). 
The need for a compromise between the conventional face-to-face workshop sessions 
and online learning led to a new approach to teaching and learning. This approach 
has become known as the hybrid or blended learning model (Rogers, 2001). Blended 
learning can be viewed as a particular teaching and learning environment combining 
face-to-face and computer-assisted learning (Stracke, 2007). This definition is 
derived from the desire to offer the most effective elements from both traditional 
classroom-based delivery and the e-learning medium. The benefits of both mediums 
are well recorded in the literature (Miller et al., 2004; Singh & Reed, 2001).  
Stracke (2007) conceptualised blended learning as a learning experience that 
combines computer assisted and traditional forms of learning, whereby online 
learning occurs over the Internet and the face-to-face learning takes place in a 
traditional classroom setting. This definition provides the starting point for 
understanding the learning context of this study. The blended learning model was 
intended to ensure that students’ needs could be better served by their training 
organisation. According to Heinz and Proctor (2004), this outcome could be achieved 
if courses were offered in a way that retained the best of traditional modes of 
delivery, supplemented by the additional offering of various forms of online delivery. 
In 2003, the American Society for Training and Development identified blended 
learning as one of the top ten trends to emerge in the knowledge delivery industry (as 
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cited in Graham, 2005). Blended learning has been a gradually emerging trend and, 
according to Bersin (2004), it is the latest step in a long history of technology based 
training. In effect, blended learning incorporates the interaction between various 
elements (Miller, Jones, Packham & Thomas, 2004). These elements include: the 
hardware and software; the course design; the organisations and all their 
preconceptions; budgets and timetables; the student and whatever pre-conceived 
ideas and experiences they bring; and the instructors and faculty. All of these 
elements have to integrate and interact effectively for the blended learning course to 
be both a positive and worthwhile experience (Miller et al., 2004).  
An issue in defining blended learning relates to the balance between face-to-face and 
online learning (Graham, 2013). Allen and Seaman (2007) suggested that a delivery 
model with 0% online inclusion should be termed traditional while a blended model 
should have between 30% and 79% online inclusion. Similarly, Watson, Murin, 
Vashaw, Gemin and Rapp (2010) claimed that a 30% online delivery threshold 
should be considered necessary for an environment to be labelled blended. However  
Graham (2013) states that agreement appears to be commonly held that blended 
learning  involves a combination of face-to-face and online learning and that 
individual researchers and institutions sometimes differ in how they further limit the 
definition. This lack of definition can sometimes be seen as positive as it permits 
institutions to adapt and use the term for their own purpose (Sharpe, Benfield, 
Roberts, & Francis, 2006).  
While the broad definition of blended learning as the combination of online and 
traditional learning is widely accepted in the literature, there is not as much 
agreement on how blended learning should be constructed. However, blended 
learning has engendered considerable debate about what it offers to the provider and 
the user alike, and whether it really is the compromise solution that it promised to be 
(Oliver & Trigwell, 2005).  
Concerns around a range of issues related to cost effectiveness, application to adult 
learning practices, and the theoretical foundation supporting its application have 
fuelled the blended learning debate. Contributing to this debate, Miller et al. (2004) 
claimed that the use of blended learning resulted in positive learning outcomes and 
reduced costs compared with traditionally taught programs. However, Masterman, 
Jameson and Walker (2008) recommended that more research was needed to 
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determine how effectively a blended learning environment supported adult learners. 
Watkins (2007) stated this point more forcefully, claiming that there was a lack of 
research that had properly tested the theories and principles behind blended learning. 
One prominent aspect of the debate surrounding blended learning has been the 
importance of personal contact between student and trainer. Joliffe, Ritter, and 
Stevens (2001) asserted that personal contact between the student and their trainer 
needed to be developed as an essential component of any blended learning model. 
Additionally, Oliver and Trigwell (2005) stressed the need for personal contact and 
argued that the personal dynamic is important to most students, as it helps to develop 
a deeper understanding of the necessary knowledge, skills and application that are 
part of coursework. This claim was further supported by Radwan and Leeds (2009) 
who stated that personal contact provides the student with the opportunity to make a 
connection with a ‘real’ person. Similarly, Schuhmann and Skopek (2009) stated that 
personal connections are a way of ensuring that students remain committed to a 
course, particularly if they feel they might be letting down a person they knew and 
respected. 
A review of research literature highlighted another important aspect of the 
relationship between blended learning and instructional design. Irlbeck, Kays, Jones, 
and Sims (2006) argued that using instructional design allows new ideas to emerge 
that can create environments that maximise the potential of blended learning. They 
argued that technologies can be introduced and used in such a way as to make the 
delivery of blended learning more flexible so that individual student needs are met. 
Irlbeck et al. (2006) contended that course designers are better served if they allow a 
model to ‘emerge’ rather than trying to arbitrarily squeeze course content into a 
model of their own creation. 
While the term ‘instructional design’ has, in the past, referred to formal classroom 
environments where the teacher delivers content through a predefined design, Irlbeck 
et al. (2006) contended that distance education provided through blended learning 
requires something very different. They stated that instructional design, in relation to 
blended learning needs to be complex, flexible, dynamic and organic. When this 
happens, they claimed that there is a blurring in the role descriptions of the teacher, 
the learner and the designer or developer. Watkins (2007) provided support for this 
argument by claiming that, “most research in distance education is limited to 
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application studies” (p. 67) and that new versions of technologies used are often 
updated before the conclusion of any worthwhile research. 
 Gosper, Green, NcNeill, Phillips, Preston and Woo (2008) claim that as 
organisations invest heavily in developing course based technology this is often seen 
as more important than the needs of the students. Based upon this assertion it appears 
that considerations of cost efficiency and the allure of new technologies may be a 
higher priority than the needs of students when decisions are made by training 
organisations on course delivery. According to Picciano (2014) current research in 
this area remains limited because blended learning is still seen as a mix of online and 
face-to-face instruction that is still waiting to be defined. Graham (2013) argues that 
this is because operational definitions of blended learning still lack general consensus 
and that this has hampered research. 
The motivation for carrying out this current research grew from the observation that 
the delivery of blended learning tends to be offered as a 'one-size-fits-all' model by 
many training organisations (Rossett, Douglis, & Frazeem, 2003). Research suggests 
that this is a model that will not contribute to successful learning experiences for 
students (Irlbeck et al., 2006; Rossett et al., 2003; Rye, 2009). As a consequence, this 
research has been designed to investigate students’ perceptions of a flexible model of 
blended learning designed to meet their individual needs as they participate in 
vocational education studies in Queensland, Australia. This research is intended to 
contribute to an understanding and appreciation of the enablers and barriers for 
learners in a flexible blended learning environment. 
Within the Australian vocational education and training (VET) context, most 
education providers either currently offer their students the opportunity to engage in 
a blended learning model or are planning to do so in the immediate future (Australian 
Quality Training Framework, 2010). As a result of this it seems that the models of 
blended learning that emerged are as diverse as they are plentiful.  
1.2.1 Technology background of trainer and researcher 
The researcher and the trainer in this research were the same person. The technology 
background of the person who trained the students and who conducted the research 
project is relevant to the context of this research. Prior to working in the VET sector, 
the researcher spent 40 years as a teacher and administrator with Education 
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Queensland. In this capacity he had used technology in connection with school 
administration responsibilities and commercial education programs for primary 
school instruction for only the last 10 years. Outside of that the researcher’s 
involvement with technology was minimal and related mostly to the use of word 
processing applications. 
The researcher’s involvement with using technology in the field of VET dates from 
participation in the pilot e-learning incubator program conducted by Product 
Innovation, a branch of the South Brisbane TAFE. The program was funded by the 
Australian Flexible Learning Framework Queensland and consisted of workshops, 
virtual conferences, site visits and mentored support from April to November 2010. 
The researcher’s involvement in this incubator program was a precursor to 
participation in a workshop on Capturing, Contextualising & Creating in E-learning 
in August 2010, and to being selected to conduct a pilot project on blended learning 
funded from the Australian Flexible Learning Network (AFLN) over a three month 
period from December 2010 until March 2011.  
This project was designed to develop a model of blended learning that could be 
customised to the needs of mature aged students undertaking distance education but 
who were not choosing to engage in blended learning. Owing to their previous lack 
of experience this group were effectively disempowered when it came to engaging 
with e-learning. They were, as a result, generally reluctant to take on study that 
involved technological aspects of blended learning. The belief behind this project 
was that by offering these students a flexible, blended learning model that ensured 
early personal engagement with a trainer they would not only overcome their initial 
reluctance to engage in e-learning but they would develop confidence in using other 
relevant technology.  
Material provided to these students involved the use of Learner Guides incorporating 
interactive resources and optional electronic assessment tools. A survey conducted at 
the end of the project showed that all of the students involved in the program 
believed that they benefited from their involvement and that their confidence using 
technology grew over the course of the pilot study. As part of this project the 
researcher oversaw the introduction of a learning management system (Moodle) into 
his training organisation. These outcomes proved to be a catalyst that ignited in the 
researcher an interest in further experimentation. The small success demonstrated 
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that there was potential to assist the learning of even those students who had limited 
technological background. 
Following involvement in the pilot project the researcher participated in the 25 
workshop Series on M.learning through the AFLN throughout 2011. The researcher 
also participated and presented in the VeMentoring Network that was a weekly 
videoconference on blended learning sponsored by the Brisbane North Institute of 
TAFE. This was a forum for mentors of blended and distributed learning. The 
researcher prepared and presented a video conference to a state wide audience on 
Customised Blended Learning in November 2011. Finally, the researcher also 
presented a poster at the EYEQ2.011 conference in conjunction with AFLN in 
November 2011. The focus on blended learning presented in this VET forum 
included the findings that emerged from the AFLN project. 
1.3 DEFINITIONS 
The discussion of blended learning in relation to this research contains a number of 
terms that need to be defined. While blended learning itself has been described 
already, terms such as certificate course, competency-based training, digital 
immigrants and digital natives, e-learning, instructional design, and Learning 
Management System (LMS) require some clarification. This next section looks at 
each of these terms in turn and provides definitions that will be used for the purpose 
of this study. 
Certificate course: In Australia, VET policy making and planning is the 
responsibility of the Ministerial Council for Vocational and Technical Education 
(MCVTE) (Hoeckel et al., 2008). The Australian Qualification Framework (AQF, 
2013) divides VET into six levels:  
 Levels 1-4: Certificates I through IV,  
 Level 5: VET Diplomas, and 
 Level 6: Advanced Diploma, Associate Degree 
In this study, the Certificate Course that participants are completing is the Certificate 
IV in Education Support (CHC40708). This qualification covers workers in a range 
of education and school settings that provide assistance and support to teachers to 
facilitate student’s learning. These workers operate under broad-based supervision.  
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In this qualification, some job roles may require tasks to be performed with a 
moderate level of autonomy and the provision of supervision of other staff and 
volunteers, or both (AQF, 2013). To gain entry into this certificate course, students 
require sufficient, validated experience in directly-supervised, learning support roles 
such as an Education Support Worker (Teacher’s Aide), Child Care Worker, 
home/volunteer tutor, or a similar role that would indicate likely success at this level 
of qualification. The course is composed of 15 units of work and students are 
allowed two years full time or four years part time to complete the course. As the 
course is mostly completed using large components of recognition of prior learning 
(RPL), the average time for a part-time, distance-based learner to complete the 
course is 12- 15 months. This course has now been superseded by the introduction of 
other training packages.  
Competency-based training: In Australia, all VET qualifications must be based on 
competency-based training (CBT) and training packages (Tran & Nylan, 2013). 
Training packages are a key resource for registered training organisations, 
employers, and students. They are also an essential component of Australia’s system 
of competency-based training (NCVER, 2007). CBT was introduced to VET as a 
means of improving the relevance of training in the workplace and of improving the 
consistency of training outcomes around the nation. CBT is different from traditional 
training in that it is specifically outcomes focussed. It has the added benefit of 
allowing industry to communicate to a training organisation the skills that they 
require from a worker and this then allows the training organisation to determine the 
best method to assist students to achieve that standard. Once an individual has 
demonstrated that they have the skills and knowledge identified in the standard, they 
are declared competent (Energise-Oz, 2013).  
Competency-based learning or competency-based education and training is an 
approach to teaching and learning that is chiefly used in connection with the 
acquisition of practical work-based skills. According to Toovey and Lawlor (2008), 
there are three common themes that define CBT. These themes are that 1) the learner 
should be able to achieve a particular work outcome, 2) this outcome should be based 
on a specific standard of job performance, and 3) the standard is set by industry in 
conjunction with governments. While CBT is a common approach across many 
national systems, it is not without its critics. The New South Wales Board of 
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Vocational Education and Training (BVET), (2012) lists five problems with CBT 
including that the outcomes of learning are unnecessarily tied to descriptions of 
work as it currently exists and  that CBT does not provide students with adequate 
access to underpinning knowledge. Wheelahan and Moodie (2011) recommend a 
move away from competencies to capabilities that go beyond training for specific 
jobs. 
In a CBT based system learners work on one competency at a time and are assessed 
as being either ‘competent’ or ‘not yet competent’. Students do not normally 
progress until they have mastered the individual competencies related to a unit of 
work. Another common aspect of competency-based learning is the capacity to 
demonstrate mastery through the process termed RPL. Competency-based learning is 
learner focused and is well suited to independent learning, with the trainer adopting 
the role of a facilitator. It is a learning method that allows students to progress at 
their own pace as they can refine and practice as much as needed (Burke, 1989). 
Digital immigrants and digital natives: Prensky (2001) stated at the start of this 
century that the students he was teaching were no longer ones that the education 
system of the time was designed to teach. He coined the terms digital immigrants and 
digital natives to explain what he meant. In this case, the term immigrants refers to 
those students who take on digital learning later in life while the digital natives are 
those that have been born to and grown up in a digital world. They are also 
sometimes referred to as digital native speakers. This definition is not globally 
accepted as Bennett (2012) argues that recent research shows that there is 
considerable significant diversity in the technological knowledge, interest and skills 
of young people, She also suggests that there are a range of other important “digital 
divides” (Bennett, 2012, p.212) that the digital native concept ignores. 
e-learning: Moore, Dickson-Dean, and Gaylen (2010) state that the origins of the 
term e-learning is not certain, but believe that the term probably originated during the 
1980s, at about the same time as the term online learning started to be used. They 
also say that it is clear that there is some uncertainty as to the characteristics of the 
term. Naidu (2006) highlighted this same confusion when he says that the common 
practice of using the term ‘e-learning’ to refer to the intentional use of networked 
information and communications technology in teaching and learning is inaccurate. 
He states that the term should not be restricted to describing online learning, virtual 
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learning, distributed learning, and web-based learning. He claims that this is because 
the “e” in e-learning stands for the word “electronic” so that-learning should be seen 
as incorporating all educational activities that are carried out so long as they are 
involved with the use of networked or stand-alone computers and any other 
electronic devices. It is this broader definition that is accepted for use in this study. 
Instructional design: Instructional Design Central (2012) claims that the terms 
instructional design, instructional technology, educational technology, curriculum 
design, and instructional systems design (ISD), can be used interchangeably. 
According to Reigeluth (2013), instructional design provides guidance about how 
people learn and develop. These learnings and developments can include cognitive, 
social, emotional, physical and spiritual aspects. Reigeluth (2013) stresses that 
instructional design focuses on the means to attain given goals of learning. He also 
says that it identifies methods of instruction and the situations in which these should 
be used. He suggests that it is necessary to understand that the intent of instructional 
design is for methods to be broken down into simpler components. This is done in 
order to increase the probability of a student attaining a goal (Reigeluth, 2013). 
While Picciano (2014) agrees with Reigeluth’s definition, he claims that, especially 
as it relates to blended learning, the definition of instructional design is far broader 
and includes the design of teacher-student interaction to support learning and seeks 
to combine educational and instructional outcomes. For the purpose of this research, 
the term instructional design can be aligned with the definition provided by Picciano  
(2014) where the intention is to identify the teaching and learning goals and then to 
determine how the students could achieve and develop those skills especially in 
relation to online learning. 
Learning Management System: A learning management system (LMS) is a software 
application used by training organisations for the administration, documentation, 
tracking, reporting and delivery of e-learning education courses (Ellis, 2009). 
According to Ellis (2009), a proper functioning LMS should be able to centralise and 
automate the administration of online training events as well as allowing for users to 
utilise self-service and self-guided services. It is important that the LMS is able to 
deliver learning content rapidly and provide the potential to personalise content and 
support standards. Ellis (2009) sees an LMS as a useful tool that can deliver content 
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as well as handling registrations, course administration, skills gap analysis, tracking 
and reporting. 
Watson (2007) claims that the use of an LMS is necessary technology, if training 
organisations are going to effectively implement the new, efficient approaches to 
instruction suitable for the Information Age. There are numerous forms of LMS in 
use and for this research the LMS used is called "Moodle”. This system was chosen 
by the training organisation involved with this research as it allows learner 
engagement through discussion forums, chat-rooms, blogs, wikis, quizzes, and 
surveys. The choice was also based on financial reasons that include no licensing 
costs and a free version available for small organisations. 
An entire catalogue of new tools has become available in recent years for use within 
the world of blended learning. The following are the names of products referred to in 
this thesis along with a brief description of the term. 
Collaborate - A comprehensive online learning and collaboration platform designed 
specifically for education with the Blackboard LMS. 
Diigo - A social bookmarking website which allows signed-up users to bookmark 
and tag web-pages. Additionally, it allows users to highlight any part of a webpage 
and attach sticky notes to specific highlights or to a whole page. 
Dropbox - A free service that allows easy storage, access and sharing of photos, 
documents, and videos. 
Edublogs - A blogging tool used to archive and support student and teacher learning 
by facilitating reflection, questioning by self and others, collaboration and by 
providing contexts for engaging in higher-order thinking. 
Google Drive - A file storage and synchronization service provided by Google, 
which enables user cloud storage, file sharing and collaborative editing. 
MOOCs (Massive open online courses) - an online course aimed at unlimited 
participation and open access via the web. In addition to traditional course materials 
such as videos, readings, and problem sets, MOOCs provide interactive user forums 
that help build a community for students, professors, and teaching assistants. 
Nearpod - An ‘all-in-one’ presentation and polling application for iPad 
environments. 
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TodaysMeet - A personal chat room that can be set up in order to invite people to 
quickly and easily write comments or questions for anyone in the chat room to see. 
Web 2.0. - A Web site that may allow users to interact and collaborate with each 
other in a social media dialogue as creators of user-generated content in a virtual 
community, in contrast to Web sites where people are limited to the passive viewing 
of content. 
Wordpress - A state-of-the-art semantic personal publishing platform with a focus on 
aesthetics, web standards, and usability. 
1.4  CONTEXT 
This research investigated the degree to which the various aspects of a blended 
learning model supported the individual learning needs of a specific demographic of 
distance education students. In order to fully understand the context within which 
this research takes place, it is important to understand the history and the philosophy 
of the VET system within Australia. This section will explore both of these factors. 
The Kangan Committee Report, commissioned by the Australian Federal 
Government in 1974, is seen as the beginning of reform in the Australian vocation 
education sector. The committee adopted two guidelines early in its deliberations 
relating to the nature and scope of this report. The first guideline referred to the 
needs of the individual as a person and a member of society, including the 
development of non-vocational and social skills that affect personality. The second 
guideline dealt with “the likelihood of creating an environment in which self-
motivated individuals can reach their vocational goals and in which motivation may 
be regenerated in people who have lost it” (Kangan, 1974, p. xvii). 
According to Tovey and Lawlor (2008), by the mid-1980s, following the Kangan 
Report initiatives, and as a response to pressing economic challenges, vocational 
training became a major policy initiative not only in Australia but across the Western 
World. Propelled by this imperative, the Australian government used vocational 
education and training as the basis for a range of policies to prepare a new generation 
of workers. The Kangan Report thus became the watershed document that helped to 
set the platform of the needs based, individualised, vocationally oriented education 
on which the current Australian VET system is based (Tovey & Lawlor, 2008).  
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Following a period of consolidation during the 1980s, there was a surge of 
significant reviews conducted in the early 1990s. The Deveson Review of 1990 was 
the first in a series of these reviews. It recognised a need to improve the efficiency 
and effectiveness of the training system. The Deveson Review recommended the 
development of a more open and diverse training market, comprising providers in the 
public and private sectors (O’Keefe & Dollery, 2006). In 1990, the National Training 
Board was established, with responsibility for ratifying vocational competency 
standards as set out in training packages. The implementation of competency-based 
training was targeted to be achieved by December 1993 (Guthrie, 2009). However, 
implementation remained patchy until the introduction of the National Training 
Framework (NTF), incorporating the AQF (Misko & Robinson, 2000).  
The Deveson report was followed by the Finn Report in 1991. This report was 
entitled Young People's Participation in Post-Compulsory Education and Training 
and dealt with the notion of providing education for young people at risk (Tait, 
1995). In 1992, the Carmichael Report was released. This report dealt with 
Australia’s international competitiveness and the necessary changes to work 
organisation and industrial relations. This report laid out plans to improve the 
coverage, quality, and equity of vocational certificate training in Australia 
(Vanderfreen, 1992). The Fitzgerald Report, commissioned by the Australian 
National Training Authority (ANTA), followed in 1994 and aimed to further the 
policies needed to implement the national training reform agenda (Fitzgerald, 1994).  
These reports have all have helped to shape the current form of VET in this country. 
As a consequence of these developments, the Australian Skills Quality Authority 
(ASQA) became Australia’s national regulator for VET on 1 July, 2011. This event 
established a national system of regulation to ensure greater consistency in 
Australia’s VET sector (ASQA, 2011). This ongoing process has led to the 
establishment of a competency- based vocational education system that is intended to 
be responsive to local needs, and to deliver high quality and nationally consistent 
training outcomes (Hoeckel et al., 2008). VET has undergone many further changes 
in the 21
st
 century, with one of the latest being Professor Bradley’s review of higher 
education in Australia that explored the transition from vocation to tertiary studies 
(Bradley, 2008). 
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The prime purpose of VET is to drive economic growth and address the areas of skill 
needs.  Because of this drive, the Australian VET system has moved from a system 
largely run by the states and territories to one in which many features are determined 
at the national level. Since the early 1990s, a national competence-based system of 
qualifications has been established, resulting in a steady rise in the proportion of 
working age population with vocational qualifications (Tovey & Lawlor, 2008). 
According to the 2008 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) review of vocational education and training in Australia, the VET system is 
characterised by a flexibility that allows a wide range of people to participate 
(Hoeckel et al., 2008). The programs that are offered to students range from a single 
module or unit of competency to advanced diplomas. Under national quality 
arrangements, qualifications issued by a registered provider are recognised across all 
states and territories. The types of training range from formal classroom learning to 
workplace-based learning and may include flexible, self-paced learning or online 
training. Under this VET system, training takes place in both private and public 
registered training organisations (RTOs), in schools, universities, or other higher 
education providers of adult or community education. According to the OECD report 
(Hoeckel et al., 2008), and based on a report from the National Council for 
Vocational Education Research (NCVER), there is a high level of support for the 
VET system from industry and employer groups.  
Surveys conducted within the VET industry show that employers are satisfied with 
the quality of graduates (NCVER, 2007c). The VET system is considered to be 
flexible and able to satisfy many different needs, at many different points in people’s 
lives. This may be whether students are preparing for a first career, seeking 
additional skills or pursuing learning outside of their work needs. The qualifications 
system is clear and consistent across the states and the system allows for a fair degree 
of local autonomy and experimentation at both state and institution level. In line with 
most vocational education systems in the developed world it is based on CBT. 
According to Smith and Keating (2003), CBT allowed VET to be brought into line 
with the philosophy of the Kangan Report’s suggested reforms of the Australian 
VET sector in the 1970s. These reforms stressed individual development alongside 
the goal of vocational skill acquisition.  
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However, the VET system is criticised for its lack of clarity, and potential 
duplication in the respective roles of the Commonwealth, states and territories, as 
they all contribute to planning the VET system and delivering services. Contrary to 
other parts of the education system, there are no clear and simple rules on entitlement 
to competitive funding and there are difficulties in providing a reliable foundation in 
skills forecasts for planned VET provision. Other issues that were identified in the 
2008 OECD report were that training packages were large and cumbersome making 
them difficult to use and, despite a common national qualifications system, there are 
wide variations in the assessment standards which are applied.  It has been 
recognised that the workforce of VET trainers is ageing, and trainers’ knowledge of 
the modern workplace is sometimes inadequate (Hoeckel et al., 2008).  
One of the positive aspects of the VET system in Australia is that there are a number 
of providers ranging from large centralised TAFE systems through to small 
independent and not-for-profit RTOs offering a single qualification. This aspect has 
resulted in a flexible and diverse system that has been open to experimentation and 
diversification (Hoeckel et al., 2008). NCVER provides a strong research and 
information base and a clearing house of research and data for the Australian VET 
system. This organisation is a not-for-profit company overseen by the federal, state 
and territory ministers responsible for training. It is responsible for collecting, 
managing, analysing, evaluating and communicating research and statistics about 
vocational education and training (Hoeckel et al., 2008). In the Australian context, 
there are a number of studies that indicate that research into the tertiary sector may 
include the VET stream, but there is little that looks at the specific needs of students 
studying by distance education (AQTF, 2010; Billett, 2002; Roberts, 2004). 
1.4.1  Registered Training Organisation linked to research 
The current research has been drawn from the context of an RTO located in regional 
Queensland. As a private RTO it strives to provide distance education to students 
who live in rural areas and especially but not exclusively to the communities that lie 
in the south-western part of the state. This organisation recently received a grant of 
$1.5 million to build a high-tech training facility that was designed to better serve the 
needs of distance students. 
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Preliminary research of the RTO’s students demonstrated that those enrolled in 
distance education courses were experiencing difficulties in maintaining effective 
communication with the institution. There was often an expectation that the 
institution would be able to respond to their e-mail enquiries on a 24 hour, seven days 
a week basis. One frustration students experienced, was that they were unable to 
develop a more satisfying relationship with their trainer or assessor. This frustration 
related specifically to situations where students were striving to have their prior 
experiences assessed through the RPL process. It was important for the organisation 
to understand the barriers that were being experienced by the students if they were to 
make best use of the new facility. 
The training organisation had been successful in obtaining a grant from the 
Australian Flexible Learning Network (AFLN) in 2010-2011 in order to carry out a 
small-scale trial program offering a flexible model of blended learning to students. 
Details of this trial program are outlined in Section 1.2.1. This program was rated a 
success and received endorsement from those participating in the trial. A group of 
experienced professional and technical workers were involved in its implementation. 
The teachers involved in this trial program had considerable experience in servicing 
remote and rural students.  
The current research built on some of the successful aspects of the small-scale trial In 
essence the funded project was a small scale version of the research project that is the 
subject of this Thesis. The study drew from a cohort of students who enrolled in 
Certificate IV Education Support (CHC41708). Students participating in this study 
lived in a diverse range of communities and had previously had difficulty accessing 
appropriate localised training. They were also mature-aged females who were 
returning to formal studies after a long break. These students had chosen to enrol in 
this course as it enabled them to engage in their study without the necessity of long 
and onerous travel. A factor common to this group was that they were not 
experienced in the use of technology for formal study. Their computer use had been 
limited to some word processing and incidental, personal use of the Internet.  
The participants in this study had been selected to participate in the research as a 
representative cross section of geographical locations. Analysis of the case study 
responses was used to identify students’ attitudes towards the enablers and inhibitors 
of a flexible blended learning approach. It was anticipated that the findings from this 
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proposed research would provide insights into how an effective, blended learning 
delivery model may be developed for students studying by distance education in the 
VET sector. 
1.4.2 The development of an appropriate range of technological blended 
learning materials  
Technologies available to the students in the research included access to an LMS, 
and videoconferencing facilities including Skype, Lifesize and Elluminate. This 
technology was capable of offering students a range of options for their engagement 
with distance education in a blended mode. The research was based on the belief that 
given the right set of circumstances a flexible model of blended learning would 
emerge (McVay-Lynch, 2002; Voci & Young, 2001). To establish this set of 
circumstances, the range of effective online learning tools mentioned above were 
made available through the focus organisation. These learning tools allowed for the 
provision of some virtual trainer/student contact comparable to the traditional face-
to-face workshop instruction. To achieve this goal it was understood that the trainer 
may have to be available outside of normal working hours. 
The pre-existing learning materials provided to these students included learner 
guides that were available in both hard copy and digital formats. These guides 
incorporated interactive resources and the availability of optional electronic 
assessment tools. The research for this study was limited to students engaged with 
Certificate IV studies.  
1.4.3 Face-to-face visits to students 
A usual practice followed by the training organisation was for the initial contact with 
students to involve a face-to-face discussion which had several purposes. The first 
purpose was to determine each student’s preferred learning styles, as well as each 
student’s level of experiences with technology. Another purpose was for the trainer 
and student to negotiate the model of course delivery to be used. The face-to-face 
meeting also provided an opportunity for the trainer to begin establishing a 
professional relationship with each student, which some research has identified as 
necessary (Schuhmann & Skopek, 2009). 
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1.4.4    Delivery and monitoring of the delivery model 
During the initial face-to-face meeting, the concept and significance of an immediate 
feedback loop was explained (Figure 1.1). This loop allowed any student to 
immediately request either by phone or e-mail for the trainer to make an adjustment 
to their existing learning options. In this way, if the initial negotiated method of 
course delivery proved to be a negative experience for the student, then the adjusted 
method involving the use of other blended learning options would be renegotiated. 
The immediate feedback loop was considered an essential part of the creation of a 
flexible learning model, as well as providing students with the power to regulate their 
learning environment.  
 
Figure 1.1: Model of instructional design feedback loop. 
1.5 PURPOSES 
The study investigated the perceptions of a cohort of students about what served as 
an enabler or barrier to the development of a flexible, effective and efficient blended 
learning model. This model was intended to meet the individual needs of all students 
and especially those living in geographically diverse locations or studying by 
distance education. Browaeys and Wahyudi (2006) contended that new ways of 
thinking about how people learn and the utilisation of new technologies favour the 
emergence of principles of e-learning that deliver results for both the training 
 Introduction 19 
organisation and the individual student. They stated that in order to be successful in 
using technology to deliver knowledge, teachers should understand the main benefits 
and limitations of that technology. 
An underlying premise of this study was that a successful learning environment 
would result if students were able to access the tools that were appropriate to their 
learning needs when studying by distance education. The study adopted  the principle 
of not seeking to harness the instructional design to one particular technology or 
range of technology options. While there is an increasing range of mobile devices 
and technologies used for communication these technologies were unfamiliar 
learning tools for this particular cohort of students. For this reason, the study started 
with small steps, by offering a limited range of technology options to students that 
they identified as feeling comfortable in using such as email communication and 
online assessments. It was intended that as the students’ confidence with using 
technology in their learning grew, then other technologies would be introduced to 
meet an identified need. The study examined the emergent outcomes when students 
engaged with the blended learning model on offer. By taking this approach, it was 
anticipated that in time the appropriate technology options would  emerge in 
response to the requirements of the course and the needs of the student (Irlbeck et al., 
2006). 
Instructional design used in this study focussed on supporting the acquisition of 
knowledge and the promotion of skills development for the Certificate IV training 
packages within AQF. This proposed study was intended to contribute to the VET 
research base by investigating student perceptions of a flexible model of blended 
learning.   
The research questions for this research were: 
 How do distance education students perceive the options available through a 
model of blended learning as meeting their learning needs?  
 Why are different aspects of a blended learning model perceived as enablers 
or barriers to learning through distance education? 
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1.6 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
The significance of this study is the insights gained on how a group of VET students 
studying through distance education engaged with a range of blended learning 
options. These students were novice users of technology, who had, prior to this study 
only used basic technology such as mobile phones, e-mails and access to the Internet 
for personal use. The study provides information into how these students engaged 
with learning materials, especially when these materials were supported through 
available technologies. The aim of the study was to collect qualitative data that 
sought to identify how students were perceiving their experiences in engaging with 
blended learning and to identify trends or themes that highlighted what had been an 
enabling experience against what had been a negative experience and ways to 
minimise limitations.  
An ever-growing array of new technologies are available to distance education 
providers. Watkins (2007) stated that new technologies change the landscape and 
encouraged researchers to re-examine their approaches. He argued that, as a result of 
this dynamic horizon, research is often outdated before results of scientific studies 
can be calculated, let alone published. With technological advances continuing to 
emerge, it was proposed that the most logical course of action is to allow the blended 
learning delivery techniques to emerge in the same manner. Morrison (2003) 
ascertained that when institutions offer no real choices, then those engaging with 
blended learning are often beset by a range of problems resulting in student 
frustration and ultimate disengagement. In contrast, this current study explored the 
result of allowing students to choose from a range of blended learning options. Of 
interest in this study was the participants’ perceptions of how this process of self-
selection of learning tools both technological and traditional supported their learning 
engagement and success in the course. When this natural emergence was facilitated, 
a flexible model of blended learning delivery became possible.  
The methodology was informed by an emergent constructivist approach (Irlbeck et 
al., 2006). The research was centred on a case study design.  This research method 
was selected as it offered an opportunity to conduct a thorough exploration of how 
students, studying by distance mode in diverse locations, interacted with the flexible 
blended learning course on offer. A case study approach provided an in-depth 
examination of the potential for achieving increased flexibility in blended learning 
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for distance education. Semi-structured interviews were used to gain participant 
perspectives on their blended learning experiences. 
An analysis of recent blended learning research indicated that 41% of the top rated 
articles had dealt with questions about instructional design and that a significant 
number of these dealt with strategies and best practice. There were a limited number 
of studies that looked closely at the design process itself (Halverson, Graham, 
Spring, Drysdale, & Henrie, 2014), but no studies dealt with the perceptions of a 
group of inexperienced distance education learners in a VET context. In an 
international context, most of the research is centred on the university or tertiary 
experiences: and while the Australian studies (Billett, 2002; Roberts, 2004) often 
include the VET stream, there is little that looks at the specific needs of distance 
students. The study adds to research on distance study in the Australian regional and 
rural context. It analyses the enablers and the barriers to learning through a model of 
blended learning for a specific cohort of mature-aged workers returning to formal 
education after an extended break. 
1.7 THESIS OUTLINE 
This chapter has provided an introduction to the proposed study. The research 
questions and objectives have been outlined, and the proposed methodology used to 
answer these questions has been identified. Finally the significance of the current 
research was examined. 
Chapter 2 presents a comprehensive review of the current literature on this topic. It 
focuses on the five main topics of the research: 
1. The historical advantages and problems associated with e-learning; 
2. The beginnings and the challenges associated with the growth of blended 
learning; 
3. The relationship between instructional design and the pedagogy of blended 
learning; 
4. The current context of blended learning; 
5. The implications of basing instructional design on the concept of emergent 
constructivism. 
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Chapter 3 describes the proposed methodology chosen for the research that was 
centred on the development of a case study approach informed by an emergent 
constructivist paradigm. It includes information on the instruments that inform the 
study, and an overview of the procedures and how the information obtained is to be 
analysed. Chapter 4 provides an outline of how the research was carried out and also 
provides information about the students who were interviewed and an explanation of 
their responses in relation to the themes that were identified. Chapter 5 provides a 
discussion of the results and an in-depth evaluation of the data gathered. Chapter 6 
includes the conclusions drawn from the research and points to implications and 
directions for future work on this topic. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter provides a review of literature on the evolution of blended learning for 
distance education by focussing on five related topics. The first topic considers the 
historical issues surrounding the use of e-learning (Section 2.2). This section includes 
the historical background (Section 2.2.1) that led to the emergence of new kinds of 
learners (Section 2.2.2) and the use of new technologies (Section 2.2.3). Finally, the 
perceived challenges related to the developing technologies (Section 2.2.4) and the 
potential benefits of e-learning (Section 2.2.5), as well as the history of the issues 
that have arisen when e-learning has been used for distance education, are discussed 
(Section 2.2.6). 
The second topic focuses on the historical development of blended learning (Section 
2.3). This section examines the beginnings and the growth of blended learning 
throughout the past fifteen years. The connection between pedagogy and blended 
learning (Section 2.4) is the theme of the third topic. A specific focus of this 
discussion is on the relationship between instructional design and the pedagogy of 
blended learning (Section 2.4.1). The fourth topic covers the current context of 
blended learning (Section 2.5) while Section 2.6 examines the implications of basing 
instructional design on the learning theory of emergent constructivism. This topic 
demonstrates how an understanding of the theory and its application allowed a 
flexible blended learning model to emerge. 
2.2 HISTORICAL ISSUES SURROUNDING THE USE OF E-LEARNING 
The advent of e-learning promised a bright future for distance learners, but this 
promise has not always been delivered. To understand the issues that developed 
around the application of e-learning to distance education it is important to 
understand its history. The implications relating to the development of new types of 
learners and the emergence of ever more innovative technologies also need to be 
considered. With the promise of these innovations came a growing awareness of the 
limitations of e-learning when compared with the established, traditional approaches. 
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There was also a growing realisation of the range of issues related to its 
implementation. 
2.2.1 Historical background  
Distance education is not a new phenomenon. In Europe and the United States it has 
been available since the mid-nineteenth century. Historically, the postal system, 
which was the best technology of the day, enabled people who wanted to learn but 
who were not able to attend traditional schools and colleges, to benefit from 
correspondence courses (Moore & Kearsley, 2005). In Australia, the University of 
Queensland had established a Department of Correspondence Studies by 1911 
(White, 1982). Over the years, evidence of steadily expanding correspondence and 
distance education programs reflected an understanding of the potential significance 
that these educational alternatives had on society (Harting & Erthal, 2005). 
The evolution of distance education continued throughout the 20
th
 century; and this 
was recognised in the Workforce 2000 document produced by the United States 
Department of Labor (as cited in Johnston & Packer, 1987). This Workforce 2000 
document was a research project that dealt with the forces that were shaping America 
(Johnston & Packer, 1987) and included an acknowledgement of the critical link 
between the need to promote education for all and economic expansion (Johnston & 
Packer, 1987). With advances in information and communication technology (ICT) 
more institutions than ever began offering web-based instruction via the Internet 
(Chan & Welebir, 2003). The use of this new and exciting technology by most 
distance educators seemed motivated by the desire to provide education to those who 
were previously denied the opportunity (Harting & Erthal, 2005). It appears that 
institutions offering distance education increasingly started using combinations of 
different ICTs to enhance the abilities of teachers and students to communicate with 
each other.  
An increase in the relevance of technology for distance learning was related to the 
difficulty felt by education institutions in resisting the political and social pressures 
associated with its application (Keegan, 2005). Computer-networked 
communications permitted increasingly large numbers of people to avail themselves 
of the promises of learning by distance education. This development has been 
especially beneficial in enabling students living in geographically remote areas, away 
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from centres of learning, to improve their qualifications (Lee, 2009). As these 
students usually had limited training options it has often been a choice of 
convenience rather than one of preference (Piskurich, 2004).  
According to Gabriel (2004), the new knowledge economy and the emergence of 
affordable technology have combined to foster a constantly expanding demand for 
distance education and training. In searching for an effective mode of distance course 
delivery, web-based technologies have been espoused by numerous institutions of 
higher education. The use of web-based technologies was seen as a model of delivery 
that could offer economy as well as efficiency (Berge & Collins, 1995; Bullen, 1998; 
Duderstadt, 1999). 
2.2.2 The emergence of different types of learners 
The advent of the new technologies was not the only influence on the provision of 
distance education. Throughout the last decade, the landscape in tertiary and vocation 
education has gradually changed with the evolution of two distinct types of learners 
(Kennedy et al., 2008). As more and more students have sought to undertake studies 
while continuing with full time employment, two separate cohorts of students, 
broadly classified as traditional and non-traditional, have emerged. Researchers such 
as Levine and Cureton (1998) maintained that, unlike traditional students, those 
categorised as non-traditional students were likely to be older, mostly learning part-
time and often working in conjunction with raising families.  
This non-traditional group of students were likely to have a different set of demands 
and expectations of their training organisations, as typically they knew what they 
wanted, when and where they needed it, and at a price they could afford (Frank, 
Kurtz, & Levin, 2002; Piskurich, 2004). It has been claimed that students within the 
non-traditional category sought four things from their institutions; convenience, 
service, high quality and low costs (Levine & Cureton, 1998). However, Schuhmann 
and Skopek (2009) proposed that most online distance learning courses struggled to 
meet these demands, and often provided poor imitations of the traditional classroom 
with reliance on images of the trainer talking, lots of text and streaming video.  
2.2.3 The use of developing technologies 
More recently, the development of a range of ICTs, for example, blogs, Skype, 
Google communities, and videoconferencing has led to a significant expansion in 
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distance, open and flexible learning options. Technological advancements such as 
these have offered new opportunities for teachers and learners to interact without 
being in the same place at the same time (Bennett et al., 2009). These technologies 
harnessed for e-learning have progressively transformed traditional print-and-post 
distance education methods and enabled campus-based institutions to offer more 
flexible study options (Eklund & Lynch, 2003). 
While the effect of e-learning technology has become noticeable in all education 
sectors, it appeared to be particularly significant in the areas of higher and further 
education (Gabriel, 2004; Halverson et al., 2014; Levine & Sun, 2002). As a 
consequence, online courses became a major force in many universities, especially 
those dealing with distance education (Harting & Erthal, 2005). New technologies, 
such as the Internet, have given education institutions the capacity to disseminate 
knowledge to a much larger number of people than ever before (Levine & Sun, 
2002). As a result, organisations have shown a growing interest in the use of 
available e-learning technologies to cater for a mass education system (Holley & 
Oliver, 2009). This interest, in turn, has meant pressure on these institutions to use 
new and often very different resources, in an effort to meet these expectations and 
demands (Keegan, 2005). 
2.2.4 The challenges of the developing technologies  
The use of technology to support student learning has been marked by more 
ambiguities than certainties -for both students and the institutions they chose to study 
through (Levine & Sun, 2002). It appears that, at times, the use of technology 
threatened to overshadow the other considerations that sound teaching and learning 
demand such as the importance of personal interaction (Pauls, 2003). For example, 
the delivery of teaching and learning by innovative technology tended to be for the 
masses with an assumption that a one-size-fits-all model would meet all learner 
needs, rather than meeting the needs of the individual learner. When this process 
occurred, it was predominantly focused on one-way interactions (teacher to learner) 
rather than being dialogic (Young, 2007).  
Despite the espoused educational potential of the new technologies, such as the 
Internet, educational institutions were sometimes slow at using these innovations to 
meet the learning demands of individual students (Young, 2007). Levine and Sun 
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(2002) maintained that, while the economies of scale may make e-learning attractive 
to the providers, the benefits to students have been questionable. They also 
contended that there had been little inquiry into the experiences of students in the 
new virtual classrooms. They noted that, where research had been carried out, the 
results have shown a complex picture, “one shaped by social and cultural influences 
and full of distractions” (Levine & Sun, 2002, p. 3). Unfortunately, in the first move 
into online learning, the temptation to focus on the mechanism of the delivery 
appeared to have taken precedence over the material being presented and the 
instructional design in general (McVay-Lynch & Roecker, 2007). 
The use of modern technologies, according to Miller et al. (2004), has contributed to 
the spread of distance education, but this spread has also brought with it some 
particular issues. One of these issues has been the failure to comprehend the impact 
of the social and cultural contexts in which the emerging technologies are to be used. 
As an example, a study based in Indonesia (Rye, 2009) detailed how a university 
unilaterally decided that its students would benefit from the availability of e-learning 
and went to considerable lengths and cost to ensure that this access to technology 
occurred. They undertook this expensive process only to discover that the students 
preferred to make use of the more traditional approaches to learning that were more 
reflective of their particular social and cultural situations.  
The view regarding e-learning was sometimes seen as “symbolising modernisation 
and progress” (Rye, 2009, p. 29). However, it is evident that for most educators the 
development of e-learning has provided significant challenges. These challenges has 
been especially so for higher education institutions, including universities and 
providers of VET (Gabriel, 2004; Halverson et al., 2014; Levine & Sun, 2002). One 
way that institutions have attempted to overcome these challenges has been by 
creating special courses. These courses have involved maintaining chat- rooms, 
around the clock e-mail responses and other high-cost, high-energy, labour intensive 
solutions which are difficult to implement and sustain (Katz & Oblinger, 2000; 
Schuhmann  & Skopek, 2009).  
The limitations regarding the use of e-learning have placed barriers in the paths of 
those students who, either by choice or necessity have taken the non-traditional path 
to vocational or higher learning. To overcome these problems, institutions have been 
confronted with re-engineering themselves to deal with the different demands of the 
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emergent educational frontier (Levine & Sun, 2002). Despite these barriers, the 
potential benefits of e-learning remain attractive to training organisations and their 
clients. 
2.2.5 Potential benefits of e-learning 
One of the early major attractions of e-learning had been its capacity for cost saving 
in terms of overall trainer and student expenses (Van Dam, 2001; Voci & Young, 
2001; Williams, 2003). In most circumstances, these economies benefit both the 
organisation and the student, as e-learning allows for a significant reduction in the 
need for long distance, inconvenient and potentially expensive travel for both 
instructor and student (Piskurich, 2004). These benefits were particularly relevant 
when applied to the Australian regional and rural context, because of the vast 
distances between providing centres and communities in which their clients live 
(Roberts, 2004). 
Another evident attraction of e-learning is that it can promote the development of 
increased flexibility for the student, with learning becoming an anytime or anyplace 
possibility (Frank, et al., 2002; Piskurich, 2004). Being able to access information at 
a time of their own choosing, provides students with many opportunities to further 
their studies (Gabriel, 2004). Other authors have argued that the synchronous and 
asynchronous opportunities for collaboration have increased student access to an 
enhanced range of learning materials and human and non-human resources (Joliffe, 
et al., 2001; Young, 2007).  
One of the early attractions of e-learning was the fact that it included many 
components that are familiar from traditional learning such as the presentation of 
ideas by students as well as group discussions (Rashty, 2000). Even in its early days 
Joliffe et al. (2001) realised that e-learning had the capacity to improve the learning 
experience for students by fostering better communication and collaboration among 
students and instructors while accommodating differences in learning style. Through 
platforms such as chat- rooms, e-learning offers collaborative learning opportunities 
for students. E-learning also offers increased learner control, motivation and the 
development of interactive competence (Mills, 2007). Throughout the first decade of 
the 21st Century, electronic technology has continued its rapid evolution to a point 
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where traditional modes of learning are swiftly being replaced by devices designed to 
exchange visual, text and audio applications (Clarke & Mayer, 2011). 
2.2.6 Historical issues with e-learning 
In comparing traditional learning with e-learning at the start of this century Rashty 
(2000) claimed that, “research shows that e-Learning models are at least as good as 
traditional learning” (p. 1). This research by Rashty (2000) reflected a situation 
where e-learning was potentially seen by some as being a threat to traditional 
learning rather than something that might complement the practice (Rogers, 2001). 
Traditional instructional environments sometimes received criticism because they 
were seen to encourage passive learning, ignore individual differences and did not 
pay enough attention to problem solving or critical thinking (Johnson, Aragon, 
Shaik, & Palma-Rivas, 2000). However, Voci and Young (2001) said that one of the 
advantages of traditional learning is that, for most students, it is a familiar and 
comfortable method of learning and one that students from their previous education 
experiences, are used to engaging with. They went on to say that traditional learning 
provides the social interaction human beings need and enjoy through the process of a 
direct exchange of ideas (Voci & Young, 2001).  
Other advantages associated with traditional learning modes were the ability of 
students and trainers to develop a working relationship, where an enhanced level of 
trust and communication could be provided (Welch, 2010). By making use of the 
traditional modes of learning students had the opportunity to concentrate on the 
course of study, without engaging in the potentially distracting social structures such 
as chat- rooms (Miller et al., 2004). According to Voci and Young (2001), traditional 
learning situations, where students attend workshops and tutorials, provide an 
opportunity for them to experience interactive learning environments in which 
learners can test their own attitudes, choices and reactions with peers and the tutor 
(Voci & Young, 2001). 
While it may be asserted that e-learning unfairly penalises visual learners (McVay-
Lynch, 2002; Piskurich, 2004), traditional learning more easily accommodates all 
learner types and provides students with the opportunity to learn the sometimes 
essential nuances of non-verbal communication (Welch, 2010). Learners, who are 
starting a course of study for the first time, have to accommodate a number of new 
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challenges associated with acquiring essential knowledge and skills. These 
challenges can be a sufficient hurdle for most students to deal with; so offering them 
the opportunity to engage only with traditional modes of learning allows them the 
chance to concentrate on the course of study without the challenge of mastering new 
technologies (Miller et al., 2004).  
As indicated earlier, it seems that, despite the obvious advantages of e-learning, there 
are also a range of issues to face when e-learning becomes the delivery method of 
choice. These issues arise from the perception that students engaging in e-learning 
would in some way become isolated from the training organisation, the teacher and 
other students (Radwan & Leeds, 2009). It has also been claimed that for some 
students engaging with e-learning leaves them feeling as though they are not really 
known by their trainer. This feeling can be engendered by the apparent separation of 
the learner from the providing institution in real time and space (Galusha, 1998; 
Levine & Cureton, 1998). Students can see this separation as limiting their 
opportunities to develop personal and emotional bonds between themselves and their 
trainers (Baran & Correia, 2009; Schuhmann & Skopek, 2009; Smith, 2004). This 
issue is also related to the perceptions of social isolation and subsequent 
disconnection from fellow students (Salmon, 2000; Savenye, 2007; Sebastian, Egan, 
& Mayhew, 2009). 
Another issue with e-learning reflects concerns about students’ readiness to engage 
with technology (Irlbeck et al., 2006). Levine and Sun (2002) claim that there is 
strong evidence of student dislike of existing learning systems that chiefly provides 
text online. As well, there is disquiet about the generally asynchronous nature of the 
communication used and a feeling that that this is inevitably forced on distance 
students (Jeffs, Richardson, & Price, 2009). Alonso et al, (2008) support this claim 
and say that educational research and development into e-learning mainly focus on 
the inclusion of new technological features, without taking into account psycho-
pedagogical concerns that are likely to improve a learner's cognitive process. This 
claim is linked with the possibly cynical belief that the use of new technologies has 
been chiefly driven by the needs of the institution rather than the requirements of 
students (Rye, 2009). 
One more argument against e-learning is the perception of a lack of pedagogy for 
using the associated technology, when compared with the traditional classroom 
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models (Dabbagh, 2004; Holley & Oliver, 2009; Masterman et al., 2008). Prensky 
(2001) argued that, when e-learning is implemented, we often have a difficult 
situation where digital immigrant instructors speak an outdated language (that of a 
pre-digital age), while teaching a digital native population that speaks an entirely 
new language.  
While many of these advantages and disadvantages could be applied to the use of e-
learning in any context, the particular intent of this study is related to its application 
in the provision of distance learning especially in the area of VET. The range of 
problems associated with e-learning appears to underline the need for some 
rethinking about its application, as well as the advantages that might develop from a 
model that can adopt the best that e-learning and traditional learning can offer. 
2.3      THE HISTORY OF BLENDED LEARNING 
According to Rogers (2001), the need for a compromise between the traditional, 
conventional face-to-face workshop sessions and e-learning online provisions led to 
the development of this new approach to teaching and learning, called hybrid or 
blended learning. This new approach grew out of the perceived issues associated 
with e-learning and is an approach that strived to maintain the established benefits of 
traditional learning while harnessing the promised advantages of the new e-learning 
technologies. While it is probable that blended learning has always been a part of any 
instructional design the phrase as we know it today did not come into general use 
until the late 1990s (Friesen, 2012).  
The earliest reference to blended learning was made in an announcement in 1999 
when an Atlanta based education business, Interactive Learning Centres, changed its 
name to EPIC Learning (PR Newswire, 1999).  This original definition of blended 
learning was so broad that Friesen (2012) claimed that it could have included almost 
any form of learning and this lack of definition for blended learning existed for the 
next five years. According to Driscoll (2002) this was not an entirely bad thing as it 
highlighted more than anything the potential of blended learning. When the first 
Handbook of Blended Learning appeared it contained a definition of blended 
learning that gained general acceptance. Graham (2005) defined the blended learning 
system as a combination of face-to-face instruction and computer mediated 
instruction.  
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At the start of the century Singh and Reed (2001) claimed that little formal research 
existed on how to construct the most effective blended learning programs. Similarly, 
Gabriel (2004) said that, despite the ever-growing number of web-based courses, the 
process of developing e-learning environments and the expectations for groups 
working online at that time were not well documented. The critical factor in 
designing blended learning programs appeared to be how the combination of 
traditional and online modes could be used to supplement each other’s strengths and 
meet the needs of the student group (Rogers, 2001). According to Van Dam (2001), 
well designed, blended learning models had the potential to deliver improved 
consistency in teaching and training. This consistency is considered possible as 
blended learning is not subject to variability of performance, in terms of factors, such 
as, the mood and health of the traditional tutor. Added to this, is the advantage of 
structuring blended learning so that it incorporates the potential for students to be 
able to connect with each other 
By 2003, the American Society for Training and Development (as cited in Graham, 
2005) identified blended learning as one of the top ten trends to emerge in the 
knowledge delivery industry (Graham, 2005; Rooney, 2003). According to Bersin 
(2004), this gradually emerging trend of blended learning was then the latest step in a 
long history of technology based training. Blended learning has numerous 
advantages for all distance learning students. The underlying power of the available 
technologies can help diminish the disadvantages of isolation by giving students 
access to a wide range curriculum materials, learning experiences and knowledge 
that can reach well beyond their local environment (Rural & Distance Education 
NSW, 2014) 
Research by So and Bush (2008) indicated a positive correlation between perceptions 
of collaborative learning and satisfaction for students studying distance education 
through blended learning. This was not new as in a two -year study investigating the 
effectiveness of blended learning over purely online learners Kiser (2002) found that 
the blended learners performed their tasks with 30 percent more accuracy than the 
online group and 41 percent faster than those who used traditional training methods. 
The success of the blended learning model was found to relate to a range of factors 
including the integration of learning objects, early use of knowledge or skills and 
access to live mentors (Kiser, 2002). 
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 An additional advantage of blended learning is that it offers both teachers and 
learners the opportunity to foster learning through positive interactions that do not 
require teaching through a traditional workshop mode of delivery. Fainholc and 
Scagnoli (2007) say that blended learning has the capacity to satisfy in the best way 
the needs of both the students and their trainers by the adoption of methodological 
strategies and technological resources involving face-to-face and virtual interaction.  
However blended learning only goes part way towards solving the problem of 
ineffective e-learning. In so doing it creates other sometimes more intractable 
problems. This issue has resulted in blended learning sometimes being referred to as 
‘blurred learning’ (Morrison, 2003). Morrison identified the key issue as the threat of 
blended learning to distract educators from accepting the challenge of e-learning, 
instead giving them the opportunity to settle for a soft option. Morrison (2003) has 
stated that blended learning was an option that failed to harness the real advantage of 
the new technologies, while coming up with an inferior product when compared to 
traditional learning. Morrison’s criticism was that blended learning was just a 
transient process. He stated, “That those who are not sure which type of learning to 
use are likely to use many different modes in the hope that the whole will be greater 
than the sum of its parts” (p. 1).  
Hawkins, Barbour and Graham (2012) claimed that blended learning has the 
potential to overcome some of the negative feelings of instructors in e-learning that 
see their role being reduced to assigning grades. It has been asserted quite early in 
the debate (McVay-Lynch, 2002; Piskurich, 2004) that, if carefully planned, blended 
learning can move beyond the one-size-fits-all trend associated with some e-learning 
and be presented in a way that can be tailored to the learning preference of the 
student. In this way, factors such as differences in learning styles and differences in 
the pace of individual learners can be accommodated.  
Looking back over the past decade there were major propositions put forward by 
researchers and professionals when designing blended learning programs that centre 
on a number of general beliefs. These are: 1) blended learning is a step-by-step 
process (Driscoll, 2002; Singh, 2003); 2) blended learning is a transitional step to 
something better (Rabideau, 2003; Piskurich, 2003); 3) blended learning requires 
early and regular face-to-face contact between the trainer and the student (Ali & 
Leeds, 2009; Frank et al., 2002; Kline & Lourdusamy, 2003; Schuhmann & Skopek, 
 34 Literature Review 
2009); 4) blended learning is viewed as a complement to traditional education and 
not a replacement (Pailing, 2002; Trasler, 2002); and 5) blended learning is 
dependent on an effective pedagogy. Each of the five beliefs is now discussed 
(Bennett et al., 2009; Dabbagh, 2004; Miao, Van der Klink, Boon, Sloep, & Koper, 
2009). 
Blended learning is a step-by-step process: The first of these beliefs is that blended 
learning should be a straight forward practical step by step process that helps 
determine an optimal blend. According to Driscoll (2002), blended learning is an 
excellent way for allowing organisations to move their learners from traditional 
classrooms to e-learning in small steps thereby making change easier to accept. She 
also says that it helps instructors and instructional designers to gradually hone their 
skills in small increments. This belief is supported by Singh (2003) who claimed that 
increasing numbers of learning designers are approaching blended learning in this 
experimental fashion and this is providing anecdotal evidence that blended learning 
is a more effective mode of delivery. 
Blended learning as a transition step. A second belief, espoused by Rabideau (2003), 
is that blended learning was and should be viewed as a transition step into total e-
learning. Blended learning was not seen as the destination itself but just a means of 
gently moving both instructor and student into a place where increased confidence 
and experience allowed them to fully realise the advantages of the new e-
technologies. Piskurich (2003) alleges that blended learning was in a transition 
period between the two dominant learning methodologies of face-to-face and online 
learning He also says that what emerged from the transition was a phase popularly 
called blended learning. The blended learning pedagogy associated with this belief 
can be viewed as a development strategy.  
Proponents of this belief also assume that, as teachers and learners gradually become 
more familiar with a technological learning environment, and then there would be a 
reduction in the requirement for blended delivery. This assumption indicated that 
there may be a continuum of blended learning strategies that, if followed, would lead 
to a situation where the approach is not blended at all, but a fully developed online 
model. This model would be left with no residue of the traditional approach involved 
at the end of the process (Piskurich, 2003). 
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Blended learning requires early and regular face-to-face contact: A third belief was 
that blended learning can take on any form, as long as there is early and regular face-
to-face contact between the teacher/faculty and the student. In a study exploring  
ways that blended learning, distance education delivery could be improved 
Schuhmann and Skopek (2009) assert that the blended learning model can be most 
effective if face-to-face learning forms part of the entire course. This position on 
blended learning was supported by another pilot study (Ali & Leeds, 2009) on the 
impact of face-to-face delivery. These authors point out that retention rates were 20% 
lower in online courses than in traditional face-to-face courses. They also stated that 
many of the benefits in online learning are based on flexibility, and the convenience 
of anywhere and anytime delivery. The findings from these studies align with the 
general belief that the learner should be the central focus of any blended learning 
course (Frank et al., 2002; Khine & Lourdusamy, 2003).   
Blended learning was shown to only be of real benefit if there was trainer-to-learner 
contact. Ali and Leeds (2009) qualified the statement by saying that this was best 
achieved with a physical meeting of trainer and student, if possible, early in the 
course. Their study concluded with a recommendation to make face-to-face course 
orientation a part of online learning and where this is not feasible then to consider 
having a residency program requirement. In terms of good practice for blended 
learning, Frank et al. (2002) recommended that the tutor meet face-to-face with the 
students at the beginning, middle, and end of the course. Khine and Lourdusamy 
(2003) have suggested ensuring face-to-face tutorials that were activity based, and 
that any materials on CD-ROM were authentic and relevant. They also suggested that 
course marks should be allocated to encourage online participation. 
Blended learning as a complement to traditional education not a replacement: 
Pailing (2002) has identified a fourth belief that claims that while e-learning was 
useful for training students in diverse geographic locations, it should be viewed as a 
complement to traditional methods and not as a replacement. Furthermore, Singh 
(2003) states blended learning combines multiple delivery methods which include 
traditional methods of learning. As these methods involve a mix of traditional 
instruction led training and other e-learning options, they are intended to complement 
each other and thereby promote more effective learning application. Trasler (2002) 
also determined that it was the primary aim of a blended learning program to meet 
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the training requirements of both the individual learner and the organisation by 
providing the appropriate mixture of traditional and other learning media. 
Blended learning dependence on an effective pedagogy: The fifth and perhaps 
strongest of these beliefs indicates that successful blended learning is dependent on 
an understanding of effective pedagogy (Bennett et al., 2009; Dabbagh, 2004; Miao, 
Van der Klink, Boon, Sloep, & Koper, 2009). It is a widely held understanding that, 
to design effective blended learning instruction, practitioners need to have 
knowledge about how people learn. This understanding will direct them to the 
required instructional strategy that will in turn drive the chosen technology   
2.4  THE HISTORY OF PEDAGOGY AND BLENDED LEARNING  
Technological advances in delivering courses, workshops, and seminars have 
demanded a parallel development of effective teaching methods and learning 
strategies (Gabriel, 2004). This belief about the importance of effective pedagogy is 
not without controversy, as some authors raise questions about how we view 
pedagogy itself. Delahaye and Ehrich (2008) have argued that the view of adult 
learning as a continuum from pedagogy to andragogy is misplaced. They state that 
the success of blended learning is dependent on a more complete understanding of 
the significance of individual learning styles in this context. According to Delahaye 
(2000), pedagogy and andragogy have an orthogonal relationship. This relationship 
means that learners can be identified as belonging to one of four orientations to 
learning that are related to different characteristics such as learner maturity. From 
these characteristics, preferred learning strategies can be inferred. This view of 
andragogy in regards to blended learning means that the approach taken needs to 
reflect an understanding of how adults learn.  
A similar idea proposed by Govindasamy (2002) was that a genuine education 
system should not focus on the transmission of knowledge from teachers to students. 
Instead it should be concerned with learning as the fundamental aspect of education. 
Learning in this sense was understood to be the acquisition of new mental schemata, 
knowledge, abilities, skills, etc., that can be used to solve problems potentially more 
successfully. The past decade has seen a significant expansion of distance, open, and 
flexible learning. Advancements in ICTs have offered new opportunities for teachers 
and learners to interact without needing to be in the same place at the same time 
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(Bennet et al., 2009). It is now apparent that blended learning is fast becoming the 
delivery method of choice for many learning institutions (Schuhmann & Skopek, 
2009). These institutions, therefore, need to consider which principles of 
instructional design to apply so the growing demand for anytime, anywhere learning 
can be met. 
2.4.1 The relationship between instructional design and the pedagogy of 
blended learning 
The instructional design for blended learning is a contentious issue. According to 
Halverson et al. (2014), instructional design has been the focus of a significant 
number of the recent leading articles dealing with blended learning. Delahaye (2000) 
has stated that an instructional designer’s task is to “create a learning experience 
consisting of a series of linked and appropriate learning strategies that will provide 
the maximum opportunity for the learners to achieve the desired learning outcomes 
effectively and in the most efficient manner ” (p. 232).  
It has been claimed by Alonso et al. (2007) that good educational practice is always 
based on sound pedagogical principles and theories. They state that, as far as e-
learning is concerned, good educational practice is preceded by effective 
instructional design. They contend that good instructional design has evolved at the 
same time as the development of the three basic learning theories: behaviourism; 
cognitivism; and constructivism. Behaviourism concentrates on the study of overt 
behaviours that can be observed and measured, but it does not provide a paradigm to 
understand thought processes occurring in the mind (Good & Brophy, 1990). It is 
because behaviourism is unable to explain learning as mental processing that it is 
limited in its application to instructional design when applied in isolation.  
Cognitive theory views learning as the reorganisation and restructuring of 
information so that it can be processed and stored (Dabbagh, 2004). In simple terms, 
mental processes transform the information received into knowledge and skills 
within human memory. The influence of cognitive science on instructional design is 
evidenced by the use of devices such as advanced organisers, metaphors, chunking 
into meaningful parts, and the careful organisation of instructional materials from 
simple to complex (Anderson, 2008). It too would normally be insufficient to guide 
instructional design when applied alone.   
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Constructivism, based on the learning theories of John Dewey, Marie Montessori, 
and David Kolb (Ertmer & Newby, 1993), serves as the foundation of constructivist 
learning theory. Constructivists’ beliefs differ from those of cognitivists and 
behaviourists in that they believe that knowledge is independent of the mind and can 
be “mapped onto a learner” (Ertmer & Newby, 1993, p. 62). Constructivism 
maintains that learning is a personal interpretation of the world and the way one 
interprets reality. Therefore, an individual's knowledge is a function of their prior 
experiences, mental structures, and beliefs that are used to interpret objects and 
events (Huang, 2002; Jonassen, 1991).  
Problems have been identified with the social constructivist orientation of web-based 
courses (Bonk & Reynolds, 1997). They point out that learners are frequently 
expected to work in groups to share ideas, develop projects and participate in 
debates. While desirable in itself, this requires commitment from all members of the 
online community. Students who are required to work collaboratively online must 
commit increased time and develop new strategies to get to know each other, plan 
work together, and maintain effective communication (Gabriel, 1999; Mason, 1998).  
According to Ertmer and Newby (1993), it is clear that there is value in all of the 
theories of learning. The role of the instructional designer, therefore, is to understand 
these theories and be able to identify which learning situations they best suit. 
Instructional designers need to take into consideration the types of learners, types of 
teachers presenting the material, the material itself and the context in which it is to be 
presented. Ertmer and Newby (1993) have suggested that theoretical strategies can 
complement the learner's level of task knowledge. This knowledge allows the 
designer to make the best use of all available practical applications of the different 
learning theories. With this approach, the designer is able to draw from a large 
number of strategies to meet a variety of learning situations.  
A number of authors have proposed different frameworks for linking instructional 
design and learning theories. In reference to the online technological aspect of 
blended learning, Huang (2002) asserts that educators need to consider carefully the 
influence on learners before applying a new educational philosophy or pedagogy. 
The technology is there to facilitate the learning, not direct the learning, and the role 
of technology is the same as the role of the instructor in attempting to achieve this 
goal (Chen, 1997). The point is that technology should fade into the background and 
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simply support the learning. The concentration in effective instructional design 
should be on knowing how learners learn, and so long as the concentration is on that 
side of the blended-instructional design equation, the correct balance will be 
maintained (Irlbeck et al., 2006). 
There is general agreement that instructional design has to be based on a clear 
understanding of sound pedagogical principles. Masterman et al. (2008) distinguish 
three overlapping dimensions of instructional design. The first of these is the 
technological dimension, an example of which is Moodle, the LMS used in this 
research. The technological dimension is one that lends itself to an activity approach 
to design. The second dimension is the framework of practice that is, “a set of 
principles for thinking about, an approaching, what one does” (Masterman et al., 
2008, p.224), such as choosing to learn through hands on activity rather than through 
the absorption of content. The third dimension is a convergence of the other two; and 
is called the representational dimension. This dimension is seen as a way to ‘model 
and share practice in the creative use of technology” (Masterman et al., 2008, p 225). 
It appears that the success or failure of blended learning does not lie so much in the 
form of technology used or the quality of the instructional design, but in the 
pedagogical skills of the instructor (Masterman et al., 2008). Bennett et al. (2009), 
support this finding by arguing  that the expansion into online learning has helped to 
promote, “a greater awareness of the need for carefully planned and designed 
learning experiences that are based on principles of effective pedagogy” (p. 175).  
The success of blended learning may be increased for the student by improving the 
confidence and the pedagogical skills of the instructor. McVay-Lynch and Roecker 
(2007) state that, “Pedagogy is determined by the instructional designer and/or 
instructor and related specifically to the topic needs and required outcomes” (p. 6). 
They claim that the use of the Internet should not define a pedagogical practice. It 
should instead provide a mechanism for implementing the best pedagogy for that 
course or topic. Similarly, Masterman et al. (2008) have claimed that instructional 
design is a necessary and valuable requirement for teachers who are attempting to 
enhance learning through involvement with technology. However, these authors have 
warned that instructional design is a challenge that needs intensive support in the 
form of one-on-one mentoring. 
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Watkins (2007) presents a different perspective on the use of blended learning, 
especially in the context of supporting distance education. He asserts that researchers 
are continually chasing after the newest technologies, “with researchers always 
reaching for a golden ring, but continually going around in circles” (p. 67). 
According to Watkins, this has not only slowed the progress of research into 
effective instruction in distance education, but also put the discipline in a position of 
always following technological advances. He would rather that research findings are 
provided that can guide the application of new technologies for learning purposes. It 
seems that expansion into blended learning has, at the very least, promoted a greater 
awareness of the need for carefully planned and designed learning experiences that 
are based on principles of effective pedagogy (Bennett et al., 2009).  
For some VET institutions, the notion of using educational instructional design 
practices to move from traditional structures to more flexible approaches is seen as 
challenging (Bennett et al., 2009). Many tertiary institutions offer support for 
academics through central units or faculty-based instructional designers. Other 
researchers such as Yukawa (2010) contend that teachers need to develop skills in 
instructional design by collaborating through communities of practice (CoP). She 
presents a CoP model for blended learning as a guide for the design of effective 
learning environments to foster student growth. In this model, CoP is a group of 
people who share a common concern, a set of problems, or interest in a topic, and 
who come together to fulfil both individual and group learning needs (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). Hartnell-Young and McGuinness (2005) argue that communication 
technologies can facilitate communities of practice, so that online dialogue, rather 
than replacing personal contact, facilitates reflection and connections to other 
communities.  
There are a number of aspects that need to be considered when designing blended 
learning programs. Dabbagh (2004) identified three concepts related to learning and 
instructional design, which are still applicable in current debates regarding blended 
learning instruction, and which concisely synthesise these debates. The first of these 
concepts is cognitive information processing which deals with the necessity of 
understanding how knowledge is processed by the brain. The second concept is 
situated cognitive theory that stresses the importance of understanding how humans 
learn in social contexts. The third concept is andragogy that highlights the 
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importance of understanding how adults learn. The application of Dabbagh’s 
priorities to the design of blended learning programs means that the choice of 
technology also must be justified through an appropriate understanding of the social 
and pedagogical aspects of how adults learn. The implication of this position is that 
the teacher needs to have a comprehensive knowledge of what technologies are 
available and how they can best be used. 
2.5 THE CURRENT CONTEXT OF BLENDED LEARNING 
The Australian Government has made a significant investment in flexible learning 
provisions for the VET sector over the past 20 years. This was mainly through the 
Flexible Learning Framework initiative. The projects funded through this national 
initiative formed the foundations of flexible learning and blended learning within the 
VET sector. It was collaboratively set up by the Federal and State governments in 
order to provide the VET system with e-learning skills, professional development 
opportunities, products, resources and support networks to meet the needs of an 
increasingly technology-driven training and learning environment (Australian 
Flexible Learning Framework (AFLF), 2013). 
Similarly, as early as 2008 a report entitled “Blending Learning: The Convergence of 
Online and Face-to-Face Education” sponsored by the North American Council for 
Online Learning (NACOL) projected that “Blended learning is likely to emerge as 
the predominant model of the future” (Watson, 2008, p. 3). Within the field of higher 
education blended learning has rapidly grown with researchers such as Norberg, 
Dziuban and Moskal in 2011 predicting that blended learning will become the “new 
normal” in course delivery over the coming years (p. 167). The “new normal” 
description was also used by Abadir, Mana, Pien and Hue (2012) who argue that this 
is because educators must now do more with less. This coupled with teacher shortage 
and an increased focus on results has according to Horn, Staker, Hernandez, Hassel and 
Ableidinger (2011) promoted the adoption of cost effective blended learning environments. 
These elements have all contributed to blended learning becoming the fastest growing type 
of online learning (Watson et al., 2011).  
Norberg et al. (2011) also suggested that the term blended learning may become 
obsolete because of this normalisation. Despite this Graham (2013) has identified 
that the landscape of blended learning is still evolving with most of the current 
research focusing on attempts to define and describe its boundaries. Graham (2013) 
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suggests that this is because operational definitions of blended learning still lack 
general consensus which has in turn hampered research. Halverson et al. (2014) adds 
to this by stating that even today some scholars do not use the terms blended learning 
or even hybrid learning but use terms such as partially online or partially face-to-
face. 
In conducting a thematic analysis of the most highly cited scholarship in the first 
decade of blended learning research Halverson et al. (2014) made a range of findings 
that shed light on the aspects of blended learning that have seen the most research 
over that period.  In this review Halverson et al. (2014) did not set out to cover all of 
the research on blended learning, but identified instead those publications that have 
been cited most often in the blended learning literature. As this current study 
involves investigation into aspects of instructional design and learner outcomes it is 
significant to note that the Halverson et al. (2014) findings show that these areas are 
the ones given most attention by researchers of blended learning. This view is 
supported by Drysdale, Graham, Spring and Halverson (2013) who claim that more 
than half of the examined theses and dissertations they reviewed had research 
questions that focused on learner outcomes.  
However, contemporary blended learning systems are described as innovative and 
creative with this diversity reflected in the scope of possibilities for transforming the 
learning experience of participating students (Graham, 2013). The expansion of the 
range of blended learning options that has occurred in a short period of time can be 
gauged by comparing the list of technology options available only a few years ago to 
those available today. In 2007, Lim, Morris, and Kupritz referred to what was 
perceived as innovative technologies such as multimedia, CD-ROM, video 
streaming, virtual classroom, email/conference calls, and online animation/video 
streaming technology. Today those involved with using blended learning have access 
to a wider range of innovative, additional learning time and many more instructional 
resources that all contribute to a positive blended learning outcome (Means, Toyama, 
Murphy & Baki, 2013). 
An example of the range of blended learning technologies currently available to 
trainers and students is included in a blended learning technology toolkit developed 
by the Central Blended Learning and Teaching Unit of the University of Western 
Sydney (Rankine, 2014). Covering 32 different teaching activities it offered 
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resources in the areas of content and learning; synchronous communication; 
asynchronous communication and assessment. In the content and learning resource 
area technologies such as Dropbox were recommended for use in connection with 
cloud storage of resources and Wordpress recommended for utilising ePortfolios. In 
the section on synchronous communication, Collaborate was recommended for use 
in connection with chat rooms, student response systems and webinars. Mention is 
made in the toolbox of the available social media tools of Facebook, TodaysMeet and 
Twitter as well as assessment tools such as Google Drive and Nearpod.  
Within the VET system very similar developments are occurring that provide 
practitioners with innovative tools with the potential to promote flexible blended 
learning models. A large step forward was made when in 2012 a VET Teacher E-
Learning Toolkit was released. This toolkit set out to specify the minimum web and 
desk-top based functionality needed to support blended learning within the national 
training system (Flexible Learning Advisory Group, 2012). There are a number of 
digital resources found in the social collaborative communication section that have 
the potential to revolutionise blended learning. These resources include an education 
specific blogging application called Edublogs, and Diigo a social bookmarking tool 
that allows users to take snapshots and pictures of online resources. Another social 
collaboration platform that is supportive of student collaboration is Ning. This 
platform allows groups to create and participate in custom social networks thereby 
facilitating student-student collaboration (E-standards for training, 2012). This 
toolbox highlights the range of materials available within blended learning that can 
be used to improve connectivity and communication. These examples are not 
exhaustive and are provided merely as samples of the range and scope of exciting 
blended learning technologies available today.  
Added to this is the open access social media often referred to as Web 2.0. These 
social media systems can be used by everyone and are not limited for use only by 
higher education students and staff. They are usually free but have fee options 
offering more features or online storage space. These are also referred to as open 
source, social media, open web (Karrer, 2007). With these resources available, Davis 
and Hardman (2012) argue that it is no surprise that blended learning is becoming 
increasingly popular. According to their research findings blended learning today has 
the potential to maximise instructor efficiency while increasing engagement both 
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within and outside the classroom. Davis and Hardman (2012) found in their research 
that over 80% of students surveyed wanted access to blended learning in their 
courses. In regards to the development of blended learning over the past five years 
Picciano (2014) says that there has been an apparent lifetime of progress. In the 
world of technology and digital communications for example he points out that 
facilities such as YouTube videos, podcasting and massive online courses (MOOCs) 
have dramatically changed the blended learning landscape. They also point out that 
in this period blended learning has taken a large step forward in evolving from 
individual courses to full academic programs.  
2.6 INTRODUCING A THEORY OF EMERGENT CONSTRUCTIVISM 
Almost all early online learning literature refers to learning as a social experience, 
and assumes that flexibility offered by online technologies can help support the 
needs of diverse learners (Miller & Lu, 2003). Despite all the literature on blended 
learning and instructional design, it is the application of constructivism to support the 
emergence of effective blended learning that appears to respond to this call for 
flexibility as well as learning as a social experience. According to Gulati (2004), the 
key points that the constructivist discourse suggests is the importance of learner-
control, learning in real-life contexts, flexibility in learning, freedom to choose 
learning resources and openness in discussing issues. Hence, this study referred to 
aspects of both constructivism and emergence in exploring the development of 
models of blended learning for adults studying through distance education. To better 
understand what this means, the next section examines some of the literature related 
to concepts of constructivism and emergence. 
2.6.1 Constructivism 
Glasersfeld (1989) describes constructivism as, “a theory of knowledge with roots in 
philosophy, psychology, and cybernetics” (p. 162). Alonso et al. (2008) assert that, 
“Constructivism builds on behaviourism and cognitivism in the sense that it accepts 
multiple perspectives and maintains learning is a personal interpretation of the 
world” (p. 390). Simply stated, it is a learning process which allows a student to 
experience an environment first-hand, thereby, giving the student reliable, trust-
worthy knowledge.  
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The student is required to act on the environment to both acquire and test new 
knowledge. Constructivist writers in education claim Gulati (2004) described varied 
versions of constructivism but tend to agree that it involves the learner taking an 
active role in the interpretation of reality. He also contends that the key points that 
the constructivist approach suggests are the importance of learner control, real-life 
learning, flexibility in learning and a freedom to choose appropriate learning 
resources.  
Gulati (2004) asserts that online learning practices often promote chain-like sequence 
of events that need to be challenged for their interpretation of constructivism. He 
says that the link between constructivism and informal learning should enable an 
environment of trust and risk taking to be realised, if blended learning is going to 
offer open, flexible and learner centred strategies. Constructivist principles provide 
ideas to help instructors create learner-centred and collaborative environments that 
support critical reflection and experiential processes (Jonassen, Davidson, Collins, 
Campbell, & Haag, 1995). However, instructors using a constructivist approach still 
have a responsibility to monitor and warrant the quality of learning and peer 
discussions (Westera, 1999). It is still necessary for the instructor to build in 
sufficient support, directions, and guidelines for students adopting a blended learning 
approach. Based on the principles of constructivism, educators using a blended 
learning approach need to find ways to promote collaborative learning (Huang, 
2002). 
2.6.2 Emergence 
According to Irlbeck et al. (2006), the modern application of emergence theory, can 
be dated back to a seminal paper by Weaver (1948), wherein he suggested, that life 
sciences were about studying problems with a moderate to large number of variables 
that exhibited complex interactions. Johnson (2001) later drew the studies from 
molecular biology and computer science together into the picture of a new science 
perspective called “emergence”. 
“Emergence”, as it is used in the term “emergence theory”, is the name given to the 
phenomena of how new organisational structures progress from low-level chaos to 
higher level sophistication without a hierarchical command structure. Goldstein 
(1999) initially defined emergence as the arising of novel and coherent structures, 
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patterns and properties during the process of self-organisation in complex systems. 
When a multitude of individuals interact with one another, there can come a moment 
when disorder gives way to order and something new emerges such as a pattern, a 
decision, a structure, or a change in direction (Miller, 2010).  
Emergence processes or behaviours can be seen in many places, such as traffic 
patterns, growing cities, political systems, global trading patterns, economic trends 
and in many computer processes. It is possible to see emergence structures when we 
examine a range of physical or biological natural phenomena. A theory of emergence 
was initially proposed by Lewes (1875), who said that a process can be followed that 
allows an end product to ‘emerge’ where the whole is greater than the parts. Irlbeck 
et al. (2006) states that:  
…emergence theory suggests a radical alternative - that design should 
proceed from the ground- up rather than from the top-down. A repertoire of 
random learning behaviours is made available in a process of natural 
selection that will weed out the less useful. (pp. 177-178)  
In recent years, Miller (2010) has argued that disorder can give way to order, 
allowing new patterns to emerge in situations where individuals interact with each 
other. It is the argument that the parts can be greater than the whole that has 
potentially the greatest impact on the link between blended learning and instructional 
design.  
2.6.3 Emergence constructivism 
Research into the complex dynamics of such systems as instructional design has 
shown that consensus on use and application protocols does indeed emerge. This 
emergence happens, even in the absence of a central, controlled environment. Gulati 
(2004) argues that informality in online learning needs to be fostered and realised to 
enable the development of true constructivism to emerge. Equally, blended learning 
does not need to be constrained by instructional design but it will, like many other 
processes, develop its own workable centralised structure if left to its own devices 
(Gulati, 2004; Huang, 2002). 
Through an analysis of current approaches to constructivist instructional design 
Irlbeck et al. (2006) have presented a case for adopting a process that allows better 
models to emerge. They saw this as a means to best harness the power and potential 
of design and development for online distance education. Using a prototype three-
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phase design model that embodies emergent principles, they advocated for the use of 
online communication. They said that to achieve the full potential of interaction and 
community networks in this way, there was a requirement to consider a repositioning 
of roles and processes associated with instructional design. This repositioning of 
roles and processes is an idea that was adapted for the proposed study and illustrated 
as the immediate feedback loop in Figure 1.1. One issue with the design and 
development of blended learning models is the attempt to design a structured model 
that will meet the needs of all clients. Designers need to be aware of the intended and 
unintended consequences of their actions. Designs can either reinforce or suppress 
the emergent outcomes that arise from blended learning. 
It has been suggested by Rossett et al. (2003), that researchers and educationists need 
to move beyond thinking about blended learning as something unique or special. 
Their view is that blended learning is simply another method for moving towards the 
concerted systems essential to learning and performance. They say that blended 
learning should be characterised by customisation, integration, purpose, flexibility, 
and redundancy. It is maintained that the alternative one-size-fits-all model is no way 
to serve the learning community. This idea is supported by Irlbeck et al. (2006), who 
agree that one model is not appropriate for all settings. It is also supported by Reiser 
and Dempsey (2002), who state that, “as designers respond to an ever-widening array 
of needs and conditions, an expanded set of design and development processes will 
be required” (p. 338). 
Irlbeck et al. (2006) claim that using principles of design that incorporate new ideas 
associated with emergence can create special environments. These are environments 
that maximise the potential of a blended approach to learning. According to these 
authors, emergent constructivist design works best when the technology design 
person or team works with the content experts. They are then able to develop a 
model that is capable of being varied or modified on the feedback received through 
rapid and real time communication from the student. 
One of the strongest arguments for adopting an emergent constructivist approach to 
blended learning is the sheer magnitude of the rate at which technology has evolved. 
In recent times, smart phones, netbooks, laptops, and a wide range of other devices 
access the Internet using cellular-based portable hotspots and mobile broadband 
cards. In addition, connectivity has become increasingly available, especially with 
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the progressive roll out of the National Broadband Network (NBN). It seems that one 
of the greatest challenges associated with developing students' learning capabilities is 
keeping up to date with today's ever-changing internet communication technologies 
(McPherson, 2007).  
Technology has become an indispensable part of day-to-day life in the developed 
world. A key driver is the increasing ease and speed with which it is possible to 
access the Internet from virtually anywhere in the world, all enabled by the ever-
expanding cellular network. As a result of this ever changing scene, research is often 
outdated before results of scientific studies can be properly compiled (Watkins, 
2007). Even as early as 2003 predictions were made that some of the technologies of 
the day would have only a transient existence (Rabideau, 2003).  Despite this, 
according to Miller and Lu (2003), almost all emerging online technologies can help 
support the needs of diverse learners. Others such as Watkins (2007) saw new 
technologies as opening up a whole new realm of blended learning opportunities. It 
is entirely possible that with the rapid development of technology that they may 
evolve into something totally different before anyone has the opportunity to 
determine how useful they are in the learning environment.  
If instructional design, as applied to blended learning, is going to deliver on its 
promised potential, then it needs to be an ongoing, dynamic process, bounded only 
by the parameters of the intended learning outcomes (Irlbeck, 2006). If there is a lack 
of trust in the technology that results in attempts to predetermine what form blended 
learning should take, opportunities for progress could be lost. The educational system 
is experiencing a new transition with the penetration of mobile devices such as 
iPhones and iPads. Today, students are able to take a distance learning class on their 
mobile phone and there is no need to have access or a laptop or desktop computer. 
This mobilised study environment has led to the development of a new field of 
research, known as m-learning (Chinnery, 2006).  
This current research explored the proposition that, in using aspects of emergent 
constructivist design to create blended learning models, environments could be 
created that maximise the full potential of distance learning options. The issue that 
this study explored involved allowing technology application to emerge naturally in 
the development of blended learning. There is a need to manipulate the emerging 
technology so that designers can assess what aspects work best and those that are not 
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as effective for the individual learner. For this to happen, it is necessary to ensure 
that rapid, immediate feedback is obtained from the student. It has been argued that 
there cannot be a generic model for blended learning as there are far too many 
variables and a focus on a carefully designed one-size-fits-all model of blended 
learning would be counter intuitive (Irlbeck et al., 2006 ; Rossett et al., 2003). 
2.7 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 
In the current climate of technological expansion, when a cutting-edge, blended 
instructional design appears it then potentially becomes obsolete (Jones, Warren, & 
Robertson, 2009). As a current example, the development of social networking 
technologies such as Facebook and Twitter are being used in many applications 
including blended learning. However, just as soon as reliable evidence is available to 
support the application of the wide range of current electronic technologies (for 
example, Blackboard, podcasts, wikis, virtual learning environments) or conceptual 
technologies, these evolve further and then create further change. Already the 
available choices for use in potential learning technology are increasing at an 
amazing rate (Rankine, 2012). 
These latest technologies add to the repertoire of options for blended learning. 
However, researchers are yet to explore the full potential of these innovations, and 
consider how they can be incorporated into effective and innovative instructional 
design for blended learning. The gap in the research appears to be an absence of 
study into the potential of using an emergent constructivist approach to the design of 
blended learning. The premise of this research is that by taking an emergent 
constructivist approach that incorporates new ideas as they evolve, an environment 
can be created that maximises the potential of a flexible model of blended learning. 
The current research recognised that the students involved in this study were an 
atypical group when compared with those students that had lengthy association with 
ICT. Owing to the restricted technological background of both the students and the 
trainer a situation existed where the blended learning model proposed had very real 
limitations. While it has been indicated in this chapter that the world of blended 
learning has evolved rapidly it is important to realise that this cohort of students still 
stood to benefit from the application of a flexible model of blended learning. Even if 
the blended learning model on offer to the participating students was not able to 
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provide the cutting edge technology identified there was a sufficient range of options 
available to serve the requirements of this research. 
In summary, the literature on blended learning continues to grow, but still remains 
limited with a lack of effective research into the area of learner engagement 
(Halverson et al., 2014). The overall experiences in relation to blended learning are 
reported to be positive. In the Australian context, at least, there has been an 
expansion of distance, open and flexible learning (Bennett et al., 2009). Chapter 3 
will elaborate on the methodology chosen for the research that was informed by an 
emergent constructivist paradigm and used a case study design. The case study 
associated with this research analyses how a flexible, blended learning model can be 
used to explore the experiences of a cohort of technology “immigrants” who were 
distance learning students in diverse locations throughout Queensland to discover 
what acted as enablers and barriers to their learning.  
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Chapter 3: Research Design 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter describes the research design used for this study. This description 
includes the methodology informing the research design (Section 3.2), a description 
of the participants (Section 3.3), the research methods including the research 
instruments (Section 3.4) and the research timeline (Section 3.5), the data analysis 
(Section 3.6), and the ethics involved in this research (Section 3.7). Finally, the 
limitations of the study are addressed (Section 3.8). 
The research set out to explore the experiences of a group of 10 teacher aides, who 
were studying a Certificate IV course in education support through engagement with 
a flexible model of blended learning distance education.  
The research questions for this research were: 
 How do distance education students perceive the options available through a 
model of blended learning as meeting their learning needs?  
  Why are different aspects of a blended learning model perceived as enablers 
or barriers to learning through distance education? 
3.2 METHODOLOGY  
The methodology chosen for this research was informed by an emergent 
constructivist paradigm and used a case study design. Constructivism according to 
Allen and Bickhard (2011) is “an umbrella term that that has fundamentally different 
meanings depending on underlying assumptions about the nature of representation” 
(p. 164). They describe the nature of representation as being divided into either 
passive or active ontologies and assert that it is these differences that impose 
powerful constraints on the conceptual possibilities of different versions of 
constructivism. Passive ontologies view knowledge as either hard wired into the 
brain at birth (nativist perspective) or view the brain as a blank slate where 
knowledge develops from experience (empiricist perspective). In both cases, the 
mind is passive, either relative to the environment or relative to the innate 
representation base. By contrast, an active, action based model of representation 
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allows for an emergent representation and thus permits recursive constructions in at 
least two senses - utilisation of previous constructions and the emergence of new 
constructions. Active ontologies allow for representational constructions to emerge 
(Allen & Beckhard, 2011). 
Cobb and Yackel (1996) posit that there are three viable active constructivist 
approaches that can be taken by a researcher. These include 1) a sociocultural 
approach, 2) a psychological approach and 3) an emergent approach. The 
sociocultural approach understands individuals through the broad sociocultural 
practices in which they participate. According to DeMiranda (2004), the 
sociocultural perspective focuses on “ways of knowing that are strongly connected to 
the social, cultural and physical situations students experience in learning” (p. 69). In 
this situation students coming into direct contact with a problem construct their own 
specific views of the situation based on their past experiences and knowledge that are 
situated within a specific social and cultural context (Stauffacher, Walter, Lang, 
Wiek, & Scholz, 2006). 
The psychological constructivist approach is a way in which individuals can 
reorganise their activities while interacting with others. Of interest in this approach is 
the role of emotions which are viewed as occurring through primitive psychological 
processes with a biological basis. The focus is on the “core invariant psychological 
principles that share our experience” (Cunningham, 2013, p. 333). The emergent 
approach perceives the individual as one who learns in a constructive way “while 
participating in and contributing to the practices of the local community” (Cobb & 
Yackel, 1996, p. 185). 
In the Cobb and Yackel (1996) view, the emergent approach is better suited to the 
purposes of developmental research because the perspective is situated in the 
learning experience, as students actively and reflexively construct understandings. 
Data gathered within this paradigm is primarily descriptive with the emphasis on 
exploration and insight. Research set in this paradigm is able to explore questions 
that deal with ‘how’ and ‘why’ things happen within a local, situated context (Angen, 
2000). From the emergent perspective, interviews are viewed as social events in 
which the researcher and the research participant negotiate their roles, their 
interpretation of tasks, and their understanding of what counts as a legitimate 
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solution and an adequate explanation (Mishler, 1986; Schoenfeld, 1987; Voight, 
1995).  
Using this emergent perspective, the researcher obtains responses from participants 
that encourage meaning through negotiating ideas with those taking part in the 
interview. According to Charmaz (2006), this approach allows the researcher to take 
on the role of facilitator and therefore play a more proactive role in the interview 
process. Rather than passively recording the responses of the participant the 
researcher/interviewer actively seeks to bring the experiences and the ideas of the 
interviewee to the fore. An emergent constructivist paradigm is useful for this 
research study as it places the researcher more centrally in the process of eliciting 
information from the participants (Gulati, 2004, Huang, 2002). Based on the 
emerging themes identified during the analysis it also allows the researcher to 
hypothesise about future events or actions (McCutcheon & Meredith, 1993). These 
hypotheses can lay the groundwork for the emergence of questions that can lead to 
further useful research. 
A case study design was chosen as the best way to collect the emerging knowledge 
of the participants, as they were involved in learning through a distant education 
mode. For the purpose of this research, a case study design was used that is founded 
on an inductive approach (Cavaye, 1996) and involves explanations of participants’ 
emerging perspectives. An inductive approach to case study means that the 
researcher allows the theory to emerge, through the identification of patterns of 
relationships among constructs that are identified during the data analysis phase of 
the study (Cavaye, 1996). There were several advantages to using a case study design 
for this research. According to McCutcheon and Meredith (1993), case study 
methodology is a useful empirical approach that helps develop an understanding of 
‘real world’ events and gains strength by focusing the research on events that are 
happening in actual conditions (Creswell, 2008). This is supported by Rowley 
(2002), who suggests that the important strength of case studies is their ability to 
undertake an investigation into a phenomenon in its context. Cavaye (1996) stresses, 
that, the major advantage to case research is its value in developing and refining 
concepts for further study. 
Rowley (2002) suggests that using a case study approach fosters a deeper and more 
detailed investigation of ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. The case study design allowed 
 54 Research Design 
the researcher to reflect on these problems and issues, and to collect and analyse data 
investigating the potential of a blended learning approach to meet the individual 
needs of learners (Cavaye, 1996). Simons (2009) suggests that, to be effective, case 
studies need to be clearly focussed and designed to collect rich data. She also 
recommends that case studies be located in a socio-political context, and that they 
should strive to be a fair and accurate representation of the participants’ judgements 
and perspectives. This process allows for meanings to emerge from the research. As 
the participants involved in this small-scale research were a modest-sized, select 
group spread across a geographically varied number of workplaces, the case study 
design was appropriate. The research was conducted as a micro-analysis, with a 
narrow focus on specific real life issues (Rowley, 2002).  
The case study enabled the researcher to conduct a thorough analysis of students 
developing perceptions of a flexible model of blended learning, while providing 
insight into any issues that were occurring (Creswell, 2008). This case study is 
presented to explain how a flexible, blended learning model can be utilised to 
improve the overall satisfaction level of a cohort of distance learning students. The 
study sought to determine from the participants how an efficient and flexible model 
of blended learning was possible (Creswell, 2008).  
The current research was a thorough study with data collected over three months that 
sought to investigate others’ interpretations of events. This approach is regarded as 
appropriate for research involving small samples of participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 
1994). Primarily descriptive data has been gathered with an emphasis on exploration 
and insight into participants’ perspectives and experiences. In this case study, 
individual interviews were used as a way to create dialogue between the researcher 
and the participants in order to co-construct a meaningful reality.  
Boundaries of the case study were students, studying by distance mode, interacting 
with a range of blended learning options including some basic technology options. 
The participants were all experienced education support workers enrolled with the 
training organisation in order to complete their Certificate IV in Education Support 
through distance education using a model of blended learning. The participants’ 
purpose in completing this course was to improve their employment prospects and 
opportunities. It was the purpose of this research to investigate what students 
studying through distance education, perceived of a flexible model of blended 
 Research Design 55 
learning and also, to discover what were the perceived enablers and barriers to 
learners using this model.  
The trainer of these students was also the person carrying out the research. First of 
these roles was being the trainer, whose tasks involved meeting, inducting and 
training the students. The other role entailed being the researcher whose job involved 
explaining the research project and developing insights into participants’ 
perspectives on their learning through the blended options that were offered. This 
dual role provided some advantages for both the researcher and the participants as it 
meant that by the time the interviews were held a working relationship between the 
two parties had already been established. However, a limitation of this dual role was 
the potential for the participants to provide the types of responses that they believed 
the researcher was expecting (see Section 3.8 for elaboration of the limitations). 
In this case study individual interviews were used as the method of data collection. 
The interviews were conducted over a three month period, and enabled in-depth data 
to be collected. This approach is regarded as appropriate for research involving small 
samples of participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The method involved a dialogue 
between the researcher and those participating in the study in order to identify 
themes common to each student’s experience with the emphasis on exploration and 
insight. This method also allowed the researcher to study the students in their natural 
settings and thereby enhancing interpretive understanding (Charmaz, 2000). The use 
of this type of case study offers an opportunity to conduct a thorough exploration of 
how students, studying by distance mode, interacted with a range of blended learning 
options including some basic technology options.  
3.3 PARTICIPANTS  
The participants (10) in this research were experienced teacher aides who were 
studying a professional course in a registered training package - Certificate IV in 
Education Support (CHC41708). Evidence gathered at the time of enrolment 
indicated that the students had accessed this particular training organisation as a 
result of a number of personal circumstances, for example, family illness, prior 
association with the organisation, and inability to access other training. All of them 
were seeking to improve their teacher aide career prospects by obtaining a 
recognised qualification in their area of vocational experience. They were all mature-
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aged individuals ranging in age from 38 to 56, with the average age being 47. All of 
these students were returning to formal study after a long break. The course on offer 
was designed to enable them to engage in the qualification through distance learning. 
In this case, the students could access the traditional text-based correspondence style 
learner guides or they could choose to use the range of blended learning options 
available. 
Participants were selected from the enrolled group of students (40). As part of the 
course requirement, all enrolled students, whether they were destined to be involved 
in the study or not, had an initial, compulsory face-to-face interview with the trainer. 
While this meeting was primarily designed to assist in establishing a professional 
relationship between the trainer and the participants, it was made compulsory for two 
purposes. The first was to gather information regarding the RPL as evidence gained 
at this time determined just how many units of the course were to be granted 
recognition and how many would need to be completed by course work. The second 
was to negotiate the specific blended learning options that they would use in 
connection with their training.  
The decision to select certain students to participate in this research was based on the 
principles of purposive sampling (Tongco, 2007). The purposive sampling technique, 
which is also sometimes referred to as judgement sampling, is centred on making a 
deliberate choice of a research participant based on the qualities that this participant 
possesses. The researcher decides what needs to be known and then seeks out 
participants who can and are willing to provide the required information because of 
their knowledge and experience (Bernard, 2002; Lewis & Sheppard, 2006). A 
possible limitation of this approach is that it could lead to a biased sample group. 
Those involved in the research were selected based on the information gained from 
the induction interview which included the participant’s interest in contributing to the 
research through involvement in the end of course interviews, their potential as good 
communicators, and their geographic location. The geographic location was 
important as it was considered useful to be able to include students from diverse 
areas so that comparisons could be made. All students enrolled in the course were 
given the opportunity to choose the way in which their course would be delivered, 
which included having the course delivered in the traditional correspondence model, 
for example, text based learner and assessment guides. Of critical importance for 
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identifying potential participants, was their willingness to consider engaging with 
aspects of the blended learning model for course delivery that was on offer. 
Intake into the course was staggered, with students being permitted to commence 
their studies at any time that was convenient to them. This was also a factor in 
participant involvement, as it was important for this research that participants had 
either completed or were near to completion in the period covered by the study. The 
actual number of students in the final cohort was 10 but this number was not seen as 
an important issue because the data collection was focused more on the collaboration 
between the researcher and the participants than on how many were involved 
(Creswell, 2008). The focus was on the richness of data which could be obtained.  
It was during the initial interview that the trainer explained the significance of the 
immediate feedback loop concept to those students interested in being engaged with 
blended learning. The concept of the immediate feedback loop, as described in 
Chapter 1 (Figure 1.1), was related to the desire to create a flexible blended learning 
model. In this case an arrangement was made between the trainer and students 
whereby the student provided feedback to the trainer on how the blended learning 
process was working and whether assistance was required in accessing technology.  
Through this feedback the students were also encouraged to discuss whether aspects 
of the model currently being received needed to be changed. While it was desirable 
that the students were reasonably familiar with using basic ICT, it was made clear to 
them that they would be eligible for limited professional support with the technology, 
if needed. This aspect was not regarded as part of the research study, but is outlined 
here to indicate the level of support that the students were led to expect from the 
trainer and the organisation. 
3.4 RESEARCH METHODS AND INSTRUMENTS 
According to Creswell (2008), interviewing is probably the most widely used method 
in qualitative research outside of observations. However, it has been argued that 
interviews in qualitative research have both advantages and disadvantages. Creswell 
(2008) identifies some advantages in that interviews provide useful information 
when you cannot observe participants and they allow participants to describe detailed 
personal information. Creswell (2008) also contends that, in comparison to the 
observer, the interviewer has better control over the types of information received 
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and is in a position to ask specific questions designed to elicit the desired 
information.  
The open-ended, discursive nature of interviews permits an iterative process of 
refinement, whereby lines of thought identified by earlier interviewees can be taken 
up and presented to later interviewees (Beardsworth & Keil, 1992). Interviews are 
seen to be particularly useful in that they provide the respondent with the freedom to 
answer how they wish thereby giving them a feeling of control in the interview 
situation (Wimmer & Dominick, 1997). A further advantage is that interviews allow 
questioning to be guided and points that need to be made clearer can be clarified 
(Frey & Oishi, 1995). According to Schwandt (2000), researchers use interviews to 
stimulate conversations with participants about the meaning of their experiences, and 
this research is designed in line with that belief. 
Some disadvantages identified by Creswell (2008) are that interviews only provide 
filtered information, viewed through the eyes of the interviewer. Information 
provided by the interviewee may also be deceptive and designed to provide only that 
information that the participant wants the researcher to hear. The presence of the 
researcher may be seen to influence the way the interviewee responds. As well in 
some cases the person being interviewed may have difficulty in expressing their 
thoughts clearly. Wimmer and Dominick (1997) suggest open questions used in the 
unstructured interview approach can cause confusion either because of the 
respondent’s lack of understanding or the interviewer’s failure to understand the 
participant’s response. The success of the interview technique does, however, 
ultimately rely on the participants’ willingness to give accurate and complete 
answers (Breakwell, Hammond, & Fife-Shaw, 1995). 
In this research, the opportunity to conduct an observation was considered to be 
impractical and would not meet the goals of the research. For that reason, despite the 
potential disadvantage associated with interviewing, a decision was made to 
interview only. As the interviews were to be semi-structured they allowed the 
researcher to probe issues and seek clarification (Thomas, 2011). This form of 
interview provided a structure with a list of issues such as student’s needs and prior 
study experience rather than specific questions and the freedom to follow up points 
as necessary. As a result of these advantages, semi-structured interviews are the most 
commonly used interview arrangement in most small-scale social research (Thomas, 
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2011). The interviews were held at the end of the course of study. They were 
conducted one-on-one as, according to Creswell (2008), these were the ideal format 
for interviewing participants who are not hesitant to speak, are articulate and who 
can share ideas comfortably. These are all traits shared by those involved in the 
research project.  
The interviews involved data collected either from face-to-face or telephone 
conversations. There is a view that using the telephone for research interviews results 
in a loss of the contextual and non-verbal aspects of communication.  Many studies 
have identified that face-to-face interviews deliver the most representative results 
and better quality data (De Leeuw & Van der Zouwen, 1998; Jordan, Marcus, & 
Reeder, 1980; Szolnoki & Hoffman, 2013). However, according to Novick (2011) 
telephone interviews position the interviewee in a less stressful situation, allowing 
them to relax and thereby being more willing to disclose information. Siemiatycki 
(1979) also found that the quality of the data obtained in phone versus in-person 
interviews was comparable and the added costs of in-person interviews unjustified. 
Taking these findings into account the decision was made to conduct the interviews 
face-to-face where possible, and by telephone only if distance made this impractical.  
Data collected included both written and high quality audio recordings of verbal 
responses and written researcher impressions. In order to answer the research 
questions, the participants were asked about how the options available to them 
through blended learning meet their learning needs and why different aspects of the 
blended learning model were perceived as enablers or barriers to their learning. A 
copy of the interview questions is included in Appendix A. The volume of data 
collected through the interview process was then analysed into recurring themes in 
order to provide a picture of participants’ experiences of learning in this course.  
3.5 PROCEDURES AND TIMELINES 
The study was divided into two phases. Phase one commenced in January to March 
2011 and involved the collection of mainly demographic information. This 
information was used to understand the learning context from which each participant 
entered this course and to identify potential participants for the final end of course 
data collection interview. Phase two commenced in August 2012. This phase 
involved participants in a single 90 minutes semi-structured interview conducted by 
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the researcher. The purpose of this phase was to collect data in order to discover the 
perceptions of these participants regarding a model of blended learning that had been 
flexibly designed to meet their individual learning needs. This also included 
developing an understanding of what students perceived as enablers or barriers to 
learning using this model. 
3.6 ANALYSIS  
Once this information was collected through recorded interviews and transcribed it 
was the task of the researcher to become familiar with the data by reading and 
rereading the texts. According to Thomas (2011), this becomes a process defined by 
the simple method of going through the data again and again. Glasser and Strauss 
(1967) refer to this as a constant comparison process and it involves coding the data, 
then comparing this data with other data to look for similarities and differences. In 
this research the codes that were chosen were based on the ‘lean coding’, as 
explained by Creswell (2008). This process involved using the codes as labels to 
describe such topics as ‘students study history’ and ‘student’s attitude to technology’. 
Creswell (2008) suggests that this is a useful process to follow, as it helps, “reduce a 
smaller number of codes to broad themes rather than work with an unwieldy set of 
codes” (p. 252). 
After the data was coded, it was the researcher’s task to look for relationships 
between codes and data sets in an ongoing process. Memos were written as the ideas 
started to take shape and these ideas were then tried against new data. The memos 
that were identified in this process centred on topics such as the student’s past 
experiences, student’s views of isolation, previous experience with technology, the 
importance of interpersonal contact, aspects of their study experience that the 
students liked and disliked, and the importance of communication. An example of 
how the writing of memos was used in this research demonstrates how data on the 
students’ past study experiences evolved. While the interviews started with the 
intention of discovering what were the feelings of students regarding their previous 
study experience, the results that emerged from the constant comparison process also 
revealed evidence of some unexpected latent resentment from students about being 
required to do the course. This resentment emerged as a memo that identified a range 
of feelings and attitudes connected to the student’s reasons for studying:  
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As experienced teacher aides, they had put in many years of hard work, but 
were still not considered qualified by their employers. What emerged from 
the interviews was that this resentment may have been related to the fact that 
they held down contract positions with little real security. This finding also 
possibly reflects the current situations where the role of teacher’s aides and 
the pivotal role that they play in education are not understood by either the 
government or the private school employers. It appears that this situation 
creates an environment where teacher aides feel undervalued.  
This feeling of resentment presented itself as a memo topic within this research. Out 
of this process of memo writing and constant comparison emerged the themes that 
captured or summarised the essence of the data (Thomas, 2011). The research 
outcomes that were identified from this study were related to a range of significant 
themes. Once the relative importance of the various themes was analysed they were 
brought together through a process of interpretation to explain the study’s findings. 
The basic element of the interview analysis and interpretation was a fluid process 
that followed the steps outlined by Taylor-Powell and Renner (2003). These steps 
included getting to know the data, focusing the analysis, categorising the 
information, identifying the patterns and connections within and between the 
categories, and finally bringing it all together through the process of interpretation. 
In the study, it was important to ensure that credibility, dependability, conformability 
and transferability were maintained during the research. Credibility could also be 
termed believability, when taken from the viewpoint of the participants. Credibility, 
according to Shenton (2004), occurs in qualitative research when the researcher takes 
steps to ensure that a true picture of the topic under study is presented. Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) say that this outcome can be achieved by ensuring that a climate of trust 
is established in the relationship between the researcher and the participants. In this 
current research, the trainer/researcher had the opportunity to create such a 
relationship prior to the interviews being held. 
Dependability is based on the assumption of repeatability and can be a difficult 
criteria to achieve in qualitative research (Shenton, 2004), as there can be no 
guarantee that future research will be able to repeat the same results. Lincoln and 
Guba (1985), however, assert that credibility and dependability are so closely tied 
that to achieve one goes a long way towards achieving the other. To overcome the 
risk to dependability through instability brought about by possible instrumental 
changes, careful records were kept of the interviews. This practice meant that, if 
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necessary, the interview responses and the conditions in which the interviews 
occurred could be analysed by an external auditor. Apart from some minor editing, 
where asides and unrelated comments were removed, the transcripts were an accurate 
record of what the participants said. 
Conformability refers to the degree to which the results could be confirmed or 
corroborated by others. This real objectivity is also difficult to attain as research 
questions designed by humans are almost certain to contain some bias (Patton, 1990). 
As a result, it is important that the researcher reduce this effect by acknowledging 
any such predispositions (Shenton, 2004). In this case, the fact that the trainer and the 
researcher were the same person led to one such bias. The trainer had a professional 
interest in exploring how successful the course was in educating the students while 
the researcher was more interested in identifying the student’s attitudes to how the 
options available to them through blended learning meet their learning needs and 
why different aspects of the blended learning model were perceived as enablers or 
barriers to their learning. 
Finally, transferability refers to the degree to which the results of qualitative research 
can be generalised or transferred to other contexts or settings (Trochim, 2006). Case 
study reports written in the language of the participants allows others to have access 
to the findings that can then be used as a basis for informed future action (Simons, 
2009). It was anticipated that choosing to interview at least 10 participants would 
limit the possibility of lack of transferability within the specific context of this 
microanalysis (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004). 
3.7 ETHICS 
Ethical approval was received from the QUT Research Ethics Approvals Committee 
(No. 1100001535) (Appendix B). There are comprehensive but rarely exhaustive 
lists of ethical principles relating to data gathering in qualitative research. For the 
purpose of this study, the guidelines offered by Patton (2002) were used. These 
guidelines are used by the researcher to consider considered such areas as informed 
consent, confidentiality, assessment of risk, reciprocity, as well as data access and 
ownership. 
Some of the ethical issues associated with this research have been identified as 
limitations and are dealt with in the following section. However, a major ethical issue 
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associated with the project was the need to ensure that the participants had a clear 
idea of what they were being asked to do and for what purpose. All participating 
students were asked to give informed written consent (Appendix C & D). As the data 
gathering was primarily concerned with individuals’ experiences in their studies 
there was a limited risk of intrusion into areas of privacy. However, if a participant 
strayed off the topic and shared information ‘off the record’ (Creswell, 2008), this 
information was omitted from the data to be analysed. According to Corti, Day, and 
Backhouse (2000), if the information is used in any other way, a breach of 
confidentiality may occur. 
Procedures were put in place to ensure confidentiality (Thomas, 2011). Participants 
were described using pseudonyms, and details such as location and work context 
were changed sufficiently so that participants could not be identified. As some of the 
interviews needed to take place in public places the researcher was especially 
conscious of not intruding on any individual’s privacy. This issue was overcome by a 
careful selection of when and where the interviews were to take place. For example, 
the face-to-face interviews were conducted in a private room and the telephone 
interviews were held after normal work hours from an office within the training 
organisation.  
Data protection legislation has been established to ensure that personal information is 
kept secure and stored according to ethical requirements (Corti, Day, & Backhouse, 
2000). Access to data was carefully guarded and confidential documents and records 
were stored in a lockable vehicle during travel and kept in a locked filing cabinet at 
all other times. Only the researcher and his supervisors had access to the materials. 
Any data or information collected that did not pertain to the research questions was 
destroyed. Information provided by any one individual was not shared with any other 
student.  
3.8 LIMITATIONS  
The case study design fitted the needs of the study, which was fundamentally small 
scale research, narrowly focused on a specific problem in a unique context. A 
decision to use individual interviews as the method of data collection could be 
viewed as a limitation. However, this method was chosen as it allowed the gathering 
of descriptive data that emphasised in-depth exploration and insight. According to 
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Thomas (2011), this approach to small scale research, allows the interviewer the 
freedom to follow up on important points and to explore significant issues. It was 
anticipated that the outcomes while transferable to like situations would not 
necessarily be able to be generalised to the larger population for, as Thomas (2011) 
maintains, case studies are a kind of research that concentrates on one thing in detail.  
Another potentially serious limitation and ethical issue lay in the fact that the trainer 
and the researcher were the same person. As the trainer had worked over a sustained 
period of time with the participants, it was anticipated that a positive trust 
relationship had developed. The development of this trust relationship was important 
in establishing both the credibility and dependability of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 
1995). However, it was possible that the participants responded to questions in a way 
that they anticipated the trainer would want, rather than making a response more 
reflective of their real ideas and feelings. This can be seen as a ‘filtered’ version of 
the truth (Creswell, 2008). Being aware of this limitation and asking clarifying 
questions minimised the possibility of this limitation becoming a serious problem. As 
an example, if a participant answered a question regarding their use of technology 
that indicated that they were confident and this was recognised as being very 
different from what was observed during the course, then this would be seen as an 
issue. In this case a follow up question would be asked to ensure that the participant 
properly understood what was being asked.  
This process gave the respondent an opportunity to revise their response and the 
researcher a further opportunity for clarification. The researcher also needed to 
ensure that he did not allow pre-existing friendships that had developed with students 
during the course of the study to distract from the accuracy and impartiality of the 
data gathered. The limited technological background of the trainer should also be 
recognised as a limitation. Having only recently become involved in using 
technology for training purposes, the trainer was not in a strong position to mentor 
students in the use of supportive technology. This also meant that the range of 
technology options made available to the students was restricted.  
3.9 SUMMARY  
The methodology chosen for this research was informed by an emergent 
constructivist paradigm and used a multiple case study design. The case study design 
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was founded on an inductive approach that provided a convenient and efficient way 
of analysing qualitative data for many research purposes. It was a thorough study 
with data collected over a three month period involving 10 students who were 
participating in Certificate IV - Education Support. Data was collected through semi-
structured interviews held at the end of the course of study. Out of a process of 
constant comparison analysis, themes emerged that captured and summarised the 
essence of the data. These themes and the resultant research results are examined in 
Chapter 4, while the analysis and research conclusions are discussed in Chapters 5 
and 6 respectively. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter discusses participants’ responses to the research questions of the study. 
The research questions for this research were: 
 How do distance education students’ perceive the options available through a 
model of blended learning as meeting their learning needs?  
  Why are different aspects of a blended learning model perceived as enablers 
or barriers to learning through distance education? 
Initially, background information is provided about the participants’ previous 
learning experiences (4.2). This background knowledge is necessary to understand 
the context surrounding each student’s learning. Section 4.3 will discuss the range of 
blended learning options that were offered to the course participants as well as 
exploring their different attitudes towards the blended learning options on offer. The 
major themes that have emerged as both enablers and barriers to the use of blended 
learning in distance education are then discussed (4.4). Key themes that have been 
identified are perceived isolation (4.4.1), the role of technology to support learning 
(4.4.2), connectivity and communication (4.4.3), motivation to participate in study 
(4.4.4), and self-efficacy (4.4.5). 
4.2      BLENDED LEARNING EXPERIENCES 
Questions were asked in the interviews about each student’s previous learning 
experience as it was believed that this would influence the student’s openness to 
using a range of blended learning opportunities. It became apparent that for most of 
this group the decision to commence this course was also a decision to return to 
formal study after a long break. It was found that five of the students had not 
engaged in any meaningful, organised study since they had left school and the mean 
average break in study for the ten students interviewed exceeded 20 years. The 
responses received indicated that six of the participants had positive prior learning 
experiences, while four reported that their previous learning experiences were 
negative. Where positive experiences were reported by participants, these positive 
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experiences were related to the support they had received from some or all of their 
teachers or fellow students in the past. This situation was highlighted by student 4, 
who said that her positive experiences in her school years were related to, “a couple 
of teachers that you felt you could approach”. It is interesting to note that 
interpersonal relationships as a factor in learning were the only positive influence 
identified by this group of students. 
Adding further support to this notion was that, in the cases where negative prior 
experiences were described, they were associated with an inability on behalf of the 
student to form adequate interpersonal experiences as part of their learning. For 
student 2, it was, “lack of support”, for student 3 it was her own shyness, and for 
student 7 it was the lack of feedback received from teachers/trainers. The exception 
was student 4, who identified a preference for practical activities over academic ones 
as a reason for not enjoying school. However, her greatest complaint was reserved 
for the school that she attended when she recalled that, “I don’t think that there was 
any encouragement at the school”. It is clear that for every participant the quality of 
their interpersonal relationships was a determining factor in the success they had 
experienced in their prior learning. Another common prior learning experience for 
this group was the minimal previous interaction they had with using technology in 
connection with their learning. 
4.2 HOW BLENDED LEARNING WORKED IN THIS COURSE 
A core purpose of the initial, individual induction meeting between the participating 
students and the trainer was to allow the students to determine their preferred course 
delivery method. The trainer explained the context of blended learning and the 
options available in the course to each student. The most challenging aspect of the 
blended learning option offered was the provision of face-to-face tutoring for 
students. Providing this service required a large investment of time and resources by 
both the trainer and the students. Despite this time commitment, each student 
received at least one visit during the course, regardless of their location or their 
expressed preference. The trainer also provided the option of further face-to-face 
meetings with the student if requested. 
The blended learning options available to the students completing this course were 
either to access the content of the course using traditional text-based correspondence 
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learner and assessment guides or access the course work and some assessment online 
through the training organisation’s Moodle Based Learning Management System 
(MBLMS). In addition, students could attend workshops run at the training 
organisation, if they chose to make the journey. Alternatively, they could join these 
sessions through the training organisation’s videoconferencing facilities using either 
Skype, Lifesize, and Elluminate. Students could also request to have these recorded 
sessions sent to them in a DVD format. As well, students were encouraged to access 
the trainer for personal assistance using either the telephone or e-mail so that issues 
could be discussed and drafts of work submitted for formative feedback. There was 
an agreed 24 hour targeted turn around for e-mail enquiries or recorded telephone 
messages.  
At the start of the course, all of the students interviewed indicated a preference for 
using the traditional correspondence model of course delivery and, as a result, they 
all initially opted for this mode of learning. This preference meant that the 
participants asked to have the course material posted to them in the form of a 
traditional learner guide, together with the unit assessment tool in the form of a text- 
based assessment guide. Given that eight of the students had no prior experience of 
alternative learning options, this outcome could be expected. As they progressed 
through their study nine of the students changed their initial learning mode 
preference for at least some aspects of their course. The change in the mode of 
learning delivery resulted in the students engaging to some degree with other blended 
learning options, such as, Internet searches, e-mail feedback, face-to-face workshops, 
and DVD recordings.  
Once the students were settled into their study and understood what was available to 
them, nine of them began using e-mails as a way of regularly connecting with the 
trainer and gaining feedback. They used this form of contact as a means of receiving 
immediate, formative feedback on their assessment and on their progress through the 
course. This step was a significant change in practice for these students, who had not 
previously considered using technology to connect with a trainer for formal study 
practices. Prior to this learning experience, these students had only used e-mails for 
the purpose of personal business and communicating with friends. For the first time, 
these students were able to submit rough drafts of their work for comment, rather 
than their previous practice of submitting a finished product for final assessment. 
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Having the opportunity to receive prompt feedback from the assessor on submitted 
drafts was seen as an advantage by the students. This was because it saved them 
time, helped to build their confidence and enabled them to receive regular formative 
feedback about their progress. The speed with which this feedback was provided 
proved to be a positive incentive for students. Student 7 commented that, “The fact 
that I could get a quick response, I found that very helpful”, while student 9 stated, 
“The aspects that worked best were the e-mails and the knowledge that I could get 
feedback in very short time”. It was evident that this factor was seen as an advantage 
by the majority of students. 
Overall four of the students interviewed accessed a blended learning option that 
provided the interpersonal support of other learners and trainers to augment their 
learning. An option that appealed to many of the students was the onsite workshops. 
Some undertook lengthy journeys in order to participate. For example, student 6 
travelled two-and-a-half hours each way to attend, while student 10 made the one 
hour trip to the training facility on several occasions. Two of the students who 
attended workshops in person also used the videoconferencing facilities to access 
other workshops. Students who did not join the onsite workshops were sometimes 
inhibited by life circumstances, for example, one participant who had an ill husband 
had to cancel her plans to attend. Two further students had made plans to travel to the 
training facility for the workshops, but were prevented from doing so by 
circumstances beyond their control such as sudden schedule changes and health 
emergencies.  
As illustrated in Figure 4.1, all of the blended learning options on offer were 
accessed by some or all of the students at some stage during the course. Clearly the 
most popular items were the use of e-mails (nine) and DVDs (eight) but significant 
use was also made of the Internet (six) and workshops (six). The videoconference 
facility and the LMS were accessed by three of the students respectively.  
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Figure 4.1:  Numbers of students accessing the available blended learning options. 
 
As part of the blended learning model on offer, students were encouraged to make 
use of the rapid feedback loop as discussed in Chapter 1 (Fig 1.1). This loop was 
intended to provide the students with the flexibility to adjust the blended learning 
options they used at any time, to better meet their individual needs and learning 
styles. In this way, if the initial negotiated model of blended learning proved 
inadequate, then the  mode of  delivery could be adjusted to suit the student’s needs. 
While this function was the intent of the feedback loop, students mostly did not make 
a sudden request for change. In most cases, students accessed the different learning 
options available to them only after discussions with the trainer.  
The students’ perceptions of blended learning gradually changed as they began to 
engage with their course work. As a consequence it was possible to identify a 
number of emerging trends from the interviews. An analysis of the interview data 
identified key enablers and barriers to learning through a customised blended mode 
of delivery. The enablers and barriers to blended learning have been thematically 
classified as relative isolation (Section 4.4.1), the role of technology to support 
learning (Section 4.4.2), connectivity and communication (Section 4.4.3), motivation 
to participate in study (Section 4.4.4), and self-efficacy (Section 4.4.5).  
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4.3 EMERGENT THEMES 
Each of these key themes is discussed individually in the following sections. These 
themes are identified for the purpose of analysis: however, it is important to note that 
there is a significant degree of interconnectivity between each of these themes and 
they all contribute to the students’ development of self-efficacy. 
4.3.1 Relative isolation 
Queensland is the second largest state in Australia stretching from the sub-tropical 
coastal and the temperate downs areas of the South Eastern corner to the tropical rain 
forests of the Far North and the semi-arid western plains. It is also the most 
decentralised of all of the states with a low population density. As a result what 
might be considered as remote in another context may be classified as a populated 
regional area in Queensland (Briney, 2011). The relative isolation of the students 
participating in this research was determined by applying the Australian Standard 
Geographic Classification – Remoteness Areas standards (ASGC-RA) (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2001). ASGC-RA (ABS, 2001) is a five point geographic 
classification system that was developed in 2001 by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) as a statistical geography structure that allows quantitative 
comparisons between 'city' and 'country' Australia. The scale runs from RA1 that 
indicates a major city to RA5 that indicates a very remote community. As can be 
seen from Figure 4.2, five of the students participating in the research were living in 
either very remote or remote areas, four were living in either outer or inner regional 
areas while one student was living within a major city area.  
 
Figure 4.2:  The demographic spread of students according to the ASCG-RA scale (ABS, 2001). 
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Based on anecdotal evidence gained during visits to a number of rural areas, there 
was a reasonable expectation that students living in the more remote locations would 
have experienced a barrier when it came to accessing communication technology 
such as fast, reliable broadband and mobile phone coverage. However, when the 
question was asked in the interview about the impact of location on their 
participation in the course, there were only two negative responses. One student 
raised lack of technical support as an issue (student 5), while another student 
complained about the limitation on training providers (student 2). Apart from the 
frustration expressed about not being able to attend live workshops the responses 
from the remaining eight students indicated that, “the location was not an issue” 
(student 7).  
The responses made by five of the students who lived in the remote and very remote 
areas identified that the students generally considered that their location was more of 
an enabler than a barrier to their learning. Student 3, who lived in the most isolated 
of locations, stated that she regarded her situation as being advantageous, as living in 
a quiet town gave her the time to devote to her studies, since “there are no 
distractions”. Student 8, who lived and worked in a small and isolated mining town, 
stated that she had reluctantly commenced her course, as she was unsure of her 
ability to engage successfully with study. This uncertainty was related to the limited 
opportunities that had previously been available to her in her location. However, 
during the interview at the end of the course she stated that, “I always felt that I 
could contact you and get the help that I needed” and that as a result, “after doing a 
couple of units I was fine, it was confidence building”. The exception was student 5, 
who, from the start, believed that her location was a barrier to her studies. She 
responded that, “I think the distance kind of makes it difficult”. Her response was 
motivated by her inability to have her computer fixed and the limited number of 
course options available. 
It was anticipated that those students who lived in the more remote locations might 
find the blended learning options more attractive than their urban colleagues, as these 
options were intended to allow relatively isolated students to have a richer and more 
rewarding study experience. Student 2, who lived at the other end of the state in 
another remote location, had used all of the blended options that were available to 
her. Perhaps because of her remoteness, she became an enthusiastic advocate of 
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technology and used the videoconferencing facilities to access workshops, as well as 
viewing the DVDs provided. She did not hesitate to communicate with the trainer by 
phone or e-mail and actively sought one-on-one support.  
Another student who lived in an inner regional area, and who had enthusiastically 
experimented with the blended learning options available, was student 1. While this 
student’s geographic location was not an inhibitor to her study, being in a regional 
area meant that specialist medical care for her seriously ill husband was difficult to 
access. Her constant need to travel the 500 kilometres to the capital city had a major 
impact on the time that she could devote to her studies. While this situation had a 
direct negative impact on her study options her comment that, “You know if you are 
going to do a distance course then you know that you are going to rely on the 
technology these days such as e-mails and the phone” summed up what appeared to 
be the attitude of the majority of participants who were prepared to deal with the 
issues they faced and to make the best of them. E-mails and phone calls as examples 
of supportive technologies will be examined in later chapters, as this factor highlights 
the relative limited exposure to new technologies that was common to this group of 
students as technology “immigrants”. The main barrier raised by many of the 
students was their inability to access live workshops owing to their location. During 
the interview six of the respondents stated their frustration and disappointment that 
their isolation and location prevented them from attending workshops in person.  
4.3.2 The role of technology to support learning 
According to the Australian Communication and Media Authority Communications 
Report (ACMA, 2013), there were an estimated 8.67 million Smartphone and 4.37 
million tablet users in Australia at May 2012. With this statistic in mind, it is often 
assumed that students involved in tertiary study would be regular users of both 
cutting edge technology and other earlier generations of computer based technology. 
However, this was not the case with this group of students. Of the 10 participants 
interviewed, only two had experienced using technology in their previous formal 
learning experiences, for example, student 6, had the opportunity to use 
videoconferencing facilities while participating in a business course in New Zealand, 
while student 2 had accessed a variety of computer technologies when training as a 
laboratory assistant. As a result, they could all be described as technology 
“immigrants”; that is, students who take on digital learning later in life. 
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For the remaining eight, the concept of using technology as a means of supporting 
their learning and facilitating their course completion was a new and challenging 
experience. The blended learning technology options on offer would be considered 
limited for the millions who engage with technologies such as smart phones and 
iPads, but for the majority of the students engaged with this research they were new, 
novel and different. This was a significant identifier for this group of students and 
influenced how the course and thus this study progressed and the findings from the 
research.  
While the students had used computers in other work and home contexts, the 
majority had not previously experienced the use of technology as a tool to support 
their learning as they were novices with technology in this context. The technologies 
used by participants in their course included use of a computer to access the Internet, 
send and receive e-mails and for word processing applications. Other technology 
involved participants being able to use a DVD player, access Skype to connect with 
other learners and the tutor, text on a mobile phone, navigate an LMS such as 
Moodle, and log onto a teleconference. For this group of learners, engaging with 
these technologies to support their learning was a significant departure from their 
historical experiences. 
These students commenced the course with limited confidence in themselves as 
learners and in using technology to support their learning. This sentiment was clearly 
expressed by student 3 who stated, “I am very basic on computer skills. I can type 
and do general things and can go on e-mails but I don’t really rely on it as much”. 
However, almost all of the students found that with progressive trial and error there 
were many advantages to engaging with the blended learning options on offer. Of the 
respondents, nine indicated that being able to access a variety of the available 
technology options throughout their course played a significant role in their 
successful learning experience. It was evident that this aspect of the blended learning 
model was an enabler for the majority of students, as it played a significant part in 
the success and satisfaction experienced by these participants in this course. 
All of the students used the word processing facility and became regular users of e-
mails for study purposes. The use of e-mail in particular, became a strong enabler for 
many of the students as it opened up the possibility of making enquiries at any time 
during the day or evening. This opportunity was valued by all students but especially 
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by those in relatively isolated locations who appreciated the immediacy and low cost 
that e-mail and use of the Internet had to offer them in supporting their learning. It 
was a major enabler in supporting and scaffolding the students’ approach to their 
learning and the timely completion of their study. For example, student 10 
responded, “I was able to send my things through by e-mail which was good. I didn’t 
have to put them in the post, which was good. It was instant wasn’t it?” 
The majority of the students viewed the use of the Internet as being beneficial to their 
study practices but not all of the participants chose to take full advantage of the 
technologies that were made available. Much of the technology used on a regular 
basis was simply accessing the trainer by e-mail. This fact may appear to be minimal 
engagement with technology, for many for these students but it was a significant 
shift in their study practices and allowed for a scaffolded approach to their learning. 
In addition, six of the students began using their computers to seek out information 
via Internet search engines such as Google and continued to do so throughout the 
duration of the course. For these students, whose past learning experiences involved 
accessing information from hard copies of textbooks and reading materials, the 
discovery of Internet searches to enhance their personal learning was significant. 
Student 2 expressed that the use of the Internet had “definitely” helped her during her 
studies, while student 7 stated that, “Google has been great for looking up things”. 
Student 4 enthusiastically stated, “I think it has been fantastic because you can 
Google and you can look at other web sites”. 
Student 1 was very positive that her use of many of the aspects of technology was an 
enabler in her successful completion of her course and claimed that, “I used the 
computer for nearly all of it, didn’t I?” Using the DVDs and also typing up the 
assignments, sending you e-mails, so really it was totally revolving around the 
computer”. This belief was also echoed in the response of student 2 who said that 
using technology helped her complete the course. Student 7 expressed the opinion 
that being able to use Google, e-mails and the DVDs were significant tools in helping 
her manage her study. 
As eight of the students made use of the DVDs that were provided, it was not 
surprising that this technology was mentioned positively by many of the participants 
during the interview. It was student 4, however, who explained how the DVDs 
supported her learning, “I have to say that once you sent me the DVD and I got it 
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working, I liked that too. I could understand what you did, I looked at it and I 
watched the PowerPoint presentation. I would listen and look at that and write down 
some notes and then work through the workbook”. The student’s use of the phrase, “I 
got it working”, hints at the unfamiliarity, the sense of anxiety, and ultimately the 
sense of accomplishment associated with using new forms of technology, no matter 
the degree of technological complexity. Although this student had some initial 
struggles with some aspects of the technology due to its unfamiliarity, once these 
were mastered, she indicated that she was able to assimilate knowledge from a 
number of provided sources. 
While on the whole access to videoconferencing facilities was a positive enabling 
experience, it also proved to be at least a temporary barrier for student 2, who 
experienced frustrating difficulties in using the technology. Her efforts to connect to 
a videoconference resulted in her only being able to obtain the video without the 
audio. This problem was later tracked to a local technical fault. So great was her 
frustration at that time that she expressed feeling “disadvantaged” by not being able 
to fully participate in the course. Despite this difficulty, this student saw the 
advantages of using technology to support her learning, “I am happy from the point 
of view of being able to participate in a workshop online and if it worked it would be 
satisfactory”. She also commented that, “It is a novel idea thinking that there are 
three or four other people in the remote locations participating in their lounge chairs 
and office chairs, which is camaraderie of sorts. It is an encouraging feeling if it 
worked”. This response was seen as a positive comment on the potential that she saw 
for this application. 
The only participant who described the use of technology within the course 
unfavourably was student 5, who reported, “My computer has gone down and I don’t 
have any Internet access. The only access to yourself and the course is through the 
telephone”. This student’s inability to engage with the available technology appeared 
to create a barrier for her course completion to the extent that, at the time of this 
interview, she had not managed to finish the qualification. Making the choice to 
almost entirely rely on the text-based correspondence materials left this student with 
a restricted range of options. Less opportunity for timely feedback, and limited 
engagement with the trainer contributed to this student not progressing through the 
course with the same momentum and motivation as the other students. 
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4.3.3 Connectivity and communication 
One aspect of the blended learning model on offer was the opportunity for the 
students to access the trainer for personal assistance. By using either telephone or e-
mail, the students were encouraged to discuss issues and to submit drafts of work for 
perusal and prompt feedback. This third theme highlights the importance students 
placed on the connectivity and communication established between themselves and 
the trainer. The link between interpersonal connections and the degree of satisfaction 
with the course was firmly established through the interview data. Students stated 
that it was important to have a person to communicate with and to rely on while 
studying. It was this relationship that served to be the strongest enabler for many of 
the participants. Conversely, it became clear that not being able to establish a strong 
interpersonal connection with the trainer was seen as a major barrier to course 
completion. 
While all of the participants stressed the importance they placed on having an 
effective and quality student/trainer relationship, these responses can be divided into 
four categories (Figure 4.3). The first of these categories is represented by the 
comments of students 3, 4, 8 and 10, who did not necessarily seek out regular contact 
but nevertheless saw it as important to have assistance readily available. While this 
group of students did not need to have regular contact with a trainer, the availability 
of this assistance was a major enabler. The comment by Student 4 that, “I don’t think 
that I utilised you a lot but it was good to know that I did have you there if I needed 
to contact you”, is representative of this group. 
The second category of responses relates to students 6, 7, and 9, who saw 
connectivity and communication as very important. Comments representative of this 
second group of students include, “Right from the start ... you made it very easy. I 
really found that encouraging” (student 7) and “Having you come to visit was very 
important and that one-on-one, I found very useful” (student 9). To the third group, 
the availability of a positive interpersonal relation was more than an important part of 
the blended learning model. This connectivity was considered the critical enabler and 
the difference between success and failure in the course. Student 1 indicated that she 
received all the help that she needed in the course by her regular communication with 
the trainer, while student 2 stated that her completion of the course was due to, “the 
level of support I received and the success at the end of it”. The fourth category was 
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represented by a single student who did not place any significant importance on 
having regular contact with the trainer. The reason for this result remains unclear but 
is most likely related to a lack of urgency in her attitude towards completing the 
course. 
 
Figure 4.3: Students’ attitude to communication and connectivity by percentage. 
Despite the varying degrees of importance placed on connectivity and 
communication by each student, it is this factor that is apparent in nine of the cases 
as being a significant enabler. It is clear, that having easy and regular contact with 
the trainer motivated and enabled them to successfully complete their study. Having 
someone to communicate with assisted the students both with their course work and 
their willingness to engage with different blended learning options. Even the 
comment by the least engaged student that, “Yes you do need that person if you are 
having a problem” (student 5) supports this view. 
4.3.4 Motivation to participate in study 
Another feature that influenced students’ participation was motivation. The students’ 
motivation to participate in study could be perceived in two different ways. First, 
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there was the influence of previous experiences on their motivation. The second 
influence was the reasons behind the student’s decision to undertake the course. As 
noted earlier in this chapter, there was an almost even split between those students 
who had positive earlier formal learning experiences and those who did not. It was 
also shown that the quality of these experiences depended on the factors surrounding 
their interpersonal relationship experiences. 
The research suggests previous learning experiences to be neither a barrier nor an 
enabler to engagement with blended learning. There did not appear to be any 
relationship between the students’ prior learning experiences and their attitude to 
blended learning. All of the students, who had positive previous experiences with 
study, showed a willingness to engage with the blended learning options once they 
started the course and were encouraged to do so. This willingness meant that their 
self-efficacy grew while this translated into an increased willingness to use more 
technology. All but one of the students who reported negative prior experiences did 
likewise.  
 Responses from students regarding their motivation to participate in new learning 
were evenly divided. While four of the students expressed negative feelings about 
commencing the course, the remaining six expressed mostly positive sentiments. The 
negativity within some students appears related in part to the employing authorities 
making a decision that teacher aides would require an Education Support Certificate, 
irrespective of their years of experience. The feelings of frustration or resentment 
that this created for some students served as a barrier and meant that these particular 
students were not initially positive about doing the course.  This attitude was 
summarised by student 10 who responded, “I did not want to do it ... it was more to 
the fact that I had been in the job for a very long time and I did not think that a piece 
of paper would make any difference to my ability to do the job”. 
Students who expressed positive feelings about commencing the course listed a range 
of motivations for doing so. Some of the students indicated that they were personally 
motivated to obtain the qualification. For example, students 3 and 6 identified a drive 
to improve their personal and professional performance, exemplified by student 6’s 
comment, “The more I learn the better I am in my job and the more I have to offer”. 
While for student 9, the motivation to study was expressed as something intrinsic and 
personal, “I saw it as an opportunity to achieve something that I wanted for myself”. 
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The six students who were positively motivated at the commencement of their study 
retained their level of motivation throughout the course. Blended learning appeared 
to support their learning and they completed the course with a very positive attitude. 
Responses from the students and observations made during the duration of the course 
indicated that the attitude of three of the four students who started the course with a 
negative attitude changed during the course. For example, student 1 identified the 
benefits that she obtained from trainer support as the key motivator for her. Reasons 
for this change are seemingly related to three factors. The first of these was the ready 
access to the available trainer support (student 10). The second factor was the format 
of the course in terms of flexibility (students 4 and 7), and finally, the gradual 
perception and understanding that the course was relevant to her work (student 10). 
4.3.5 Self-efficacy 
Self-efficacy was a key indicator of students’ successful engagement in all the modes 
of blended learning on offer. Self-efficacy is understood as a belief in our own ability 
to succeed in certain situations (Bandura, 1977). All of the participants started the 
course lacking in their confidence as learners and with trepidation about what they 
were undertaking. The students were returning to formal study after a significant 
break, and were, with a few exceptions, unfamiliar with using computer technology 
to study and to engage with their learning. By the time they were interviewed near 
the completion of their course, nine of the students had grown in confidence as their 
self-efficacy increased.  
Emerging from the interviews was the relationship between the growth of self-
efficacy in students and their increased uptake of the blending learning options 
available. It appeared that once the students settled into the course and looked more 
closely at the possibilities offered by blended learning their confidence grew to the 
point that they were willing to experiment with new ways of learning. For example, 
student 8 explained that while she initially lacked self-confidence, her confidence 
grew once the blended learning course options were fully understood, “I sort of 
thought, can I do this? But once I looked into it I was keen to do it”. The students 
described the blended learning options as making the course “easier” (student 9) and 
“achievable” (student 2) which many had not experienced in the past. Student 4 
indicated that her motivation came from the experiences and confidence of other 
workers around her. Whatever the initial motivator, it appeared that, once students 
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had experienced the benefits of accessing the course material through the multiple 
modes offered, their confidence to engage with a range of technologies to support 
their learning increased.  
4.4 SUMMARY 
Nine of the 10 participants expressed positive sentiments about engaging with the 
blended learning model of course delivery in relation to meeting their individual 
learning needs. Data that emerged from the interviews identified five major themes 
related to the student’s use of this blended learning model. The first theme, relating 
to the students’ relative isolation, demonstrated that rather than being a barrier to 
learning, isolation enabled learning by providing opportunities for focussed study 
and minimal interruptions. Willingness to engage with technology was the second 
theme and this proved to be a strong enabler for students’ successful learning within 
the course. Of significance to this study though was the limited exposure of the 
students to digital technologies. Theme three highlighted the importance placed on 
connectivity and communication and was a strong enabler for all of the students. The 
fourth theme highlighted the relationship between the students’ motivation to 
participate in their studies, and their engagement with the blended learning options to 
achieve success within the course. These themes are interrelated, and connected with 
each of them is the students’ self-efficacy. The results will be analysed in Chapter 5 
in terms of the theoretical framework and the literature. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the research findings in terms of: 1) an 
emergent constructivist theoretical framework (Irlbeck et al., 2006) (Section 5.2); 2) 
the key findings regarding the research questions (Section 5.3); and 3) the current 
literature (Section 5.4). In this research, an emergent constructivist framework has 
been used to inform models of blended learning for vocational education adult 
learners completing a certificate course of study through distance education and has 
been examined to determine how distance learning options can be enhanced through 
the use of blended learning environments.  
The blended learning model that was used allowed elements of choice in the modes 
of instruction offered, in order to better meet the needs of the students. The research 
specifically focussed on what the students perceived as enablers to learning using 
aspects of blended learning and what they perceived as the barriers. This action was 
taken was in order to answer the following research questions:  
 How do distance education students’ perceive the options available through a 
model of blended learning as meeting their learning needs?  
  Why are different aspects of a blended learning model perceived as enablers 
or barriers to learning through distance education? 
Commonalities in the findings will be identified and discussed in terms of the 
emergent constructivist framework, the research questions and current literature. 
5.2 BLENDED LEARNING AND THE EMERGENT CONSTRUCTIVIST 
PARADIGM 
The current study is based on the proposal that it is possible to use aspects of 
emergent constructivist design (Irlbeck et al., 2006) to create an effective and 
efficient blended learning model. Emergent constructivism is based on the ideas of 
constructivism, in that it involves the learner taking an active role in the 
interpretation of reality (Gulati, 2004). According to Rossett et al. (2003), the 
emergent constructivist paradigm holds, that blended learning should be 
characterised by customisation, integration, purpose, flexibility, and redundancy. 
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They say that it is better to let this model emerge out of students’ experiences rather 
than attempting to design a one-size-fits-all model. The basic tenet of emergent 
constructivism is that it is better to allow the experiences of the student to determine 
the outcome of their learning rather than have it imposed by a top-down instructional 
design (Cobb & Yackel, 1996; Irlbeck et al., 2006).  
Using emergent constructivism as a lens through which to view blended learning 
environments suggests that, for these environments to be effective, a climate needs to 
be created where the learner can have control of their learning in a real life context 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). This control includes flexibility in learning and a freedom to 
choose appropriate learning resources (Gulati, 2004). It also requires students to be 
confident and motivated to access the available choices. The current research used an 
emergent constructivist theoretical framework to investigate how the knowledge that 
emerged from the students’ blended learning experiences could be used to inform 
future blended learning instructional design within the VET sector.  
This investigation is seen as important as, according to Watkins (2007), most 
research in distance education has been limited to application studies which examine 
issues such as the effects of the use of Blackboard, WebCT, and other management 
systems. By contrast, this study provided students with options to engage with their 
learning in a variety of ways. These options ranged from traditional hard copy 
manuals to interactive online workshops. The students were free to choose any of 
these options to support their learning, without any of the options being promoted 
above the others by the researcher. Over the duration of the course, as students’ 
confidence developed, different tools were introduced, for example, access to DVDs 
of recorded workshops that broadened the way they could engage with the set 
content.  
It has been claimed that the provision of blended learning options can have a range of 
intended and unintended consequences (Stubbs et al., 2006). They can either 
reinforce or suppress the emergent outcomes that arise from blended learning. For 
example, unfocussed and unproductive time in chat- rooms can detract from the 
course content (Gabriel, 1999; Mason, 1998). To overcome these issues, this research 
sought to identify what was successful or did not work for a specific demographic 
group of learners in a blended learning environment. The resulting knowledge that 
has emerged from the current research has the potential to improve and refine the 
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delivery of blended learning to students within the VET sector. This potential would 
apply, in particular, to those students who are studying by distance education, who 
have not engaged with formal education for some time, and whose previous 
experiences of education may have been negative.    
Additionally, Rossett et al. (2003) claimed that organisations attempting to design 
blended learning courses often mistakenly believed that they could design a one-size-
fits-all model. In response to this concern, the current study used a research design 
that embodied emergent constructivist principles to investigate the perceptions of a 
group of adult learners, completing a course employing blended learning 
experiences, to deliver learning through distance education. It is important to note, 
that the students participating in this research had not studied for many years and had 
limited successful formal learning experiences. For example, eight of the students 
involved in this research had not been involved in formal study for an average of two 
decades. They also had minimal exposure to using learning technologies beyond hard 
copy study guides in their previous learning experiences. The prior electronic 
technological experiences for these students were limited to personal communication 
use such as e-mail and some word processing and as such they were coming to 
digital learning later in life and could be perceived as technology “immigrants”. It 
was intended that, for these students, this blended learning experience would not be 
constrained by the instructional design but rather be a workable structure that was 
allowed to develop. This would be a structure that was informed by student needs 
and their developing confidence as learners in a distance education mode (Gulati, 
2004; Huang, 2002). 
The current research is influenced by an assertion by Irlbeck et al. (2006) that an 
emergent constructivist paradigm offered the ability to create a blended learning 
design which could proceed in a ground-up rather than a top-down approach. In this 
way, it would make available to the participating students a range of blended 
learning options in the hope of establishing a flexible model of blended learning that, 
when delivered, could meet the individual learning needs of the students.  
The premise adopted by this research is that the real advantage of making available a 
range of blended learning methods does not lie in limiting them, but rather in 
allowing the participants to engage with them in ways that support their learning 
needs. The participants in this project were not necessarily reflective of the 
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heterogeneous, younger, dynamic, and responsive to rapid technological innovations, 
competent learners that are often described as characteristics of online learners in the 
literature (Dabbage, 2007). They were technology “immigrants” - mature-aged 
students engaging with digital learning later in life, who were seeking to improve 
their employability skills by taking the opportunity to complete a certificate course.   
Every student in this group of learners acknowledged that given the choice they 
would have chosen the traditional path of attending a weekly workshop at a 
convenient TAFE if such an option was available. A range of factors, including the 
lack of alternative options, and a requirement for qualifications, meant that this 
cohort of learners enrolled in a course that was going to be delivered by distance 
education. Being the most convenient pathway available to them at the time, but with 
little motivation on their part, they enrolled and commenced the course expecting 
that it would be delivered in a traditional correspondence mode. The expectation of a 
correspondence mode of learning was one where they would obtain a learner guide, 
read the guide, and complete and mail back the related text-based assessment guide. 
The participants were not aware that there were other models of learning available to 
them until this was explained at their initial enrolment and induction meeting. While 
they all agreed to consider other options, they also all made it clear at this meeting 
that their initial preference was to receive their learning in a traditional 
correspondence course mode.  
However, once the course started and students found that an e-mail or a phone call to 
the trainer met with feedback through a prompt and personal response, their attitudes 
to the range of resources that were available slowly changed. They started to realise 
that, through engagement with some of the technology options available to them, 
they could receive ongoing support with their study. As a result, the students’ uptake 
of the electronic technology to support their learning was a slow, subtle but ongoing 
process. The establishment of a working relationship between the trainer and the 
students appeared to be of critical importance to the students’ engagement with the 
technological options. This perception was facilitated by the feedback loop that was 
implemented. While the loop did not work in the way it was anticipated, as the 
students did not demand immediate change, it contributed to the students’ 
willingness to try different ways to engage with their learning throughout the course. 
The feedback loop resulted in a slow change process whereby the students negotiated 
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changes to their study mode in a more considered and reflective way. It was through 
this feedback loop and the development of this supportive climate that the attitudes 
of the participants towards themselves as learners slowly changed. The findings 
demonstrated that, these students were willing to take what they regarded as risks, to 
enhance their learning under a system that allowed them to be flexible in their study 
options. 
The themes that emerged as significant from the results of the research related to the 
students’ engagement with learning. These themes have been identified as perceived 
isolation, uptake of basic technology, communication and connectivity, prior 
experiences and self-efficacy. Connecting each of these themes was the ongoing 
communication between the trainer and the students which established a context of 
choice and support that empowered the students and resulted in a successful study 
experience. The results indicated that effective communication with a trainer was 
enough to enable the students to take small steps to engage with some of the blended 
learning options on offer.  
Each success that the students achieved led them to try other learning options. 
Success led to more success, and having engaged with relatively simple technologies 
they grew in confidence and a willingness to experiment. Nine of the students had 
similar learning experiences during their study in this course. They started the course 
expecting to be left to work through their units, but soon discovered that, through 
accessing some simple technologies, for example, e-mail correspondence, and the 
blended learning options, they could quickly and effectively receive the support they 
needed. This support, in turn, encouraged a growth in confidence in self-efficacy in 
the learners and they began to look at other technology options that were available to 
them such as the learning management system incorporating online learning 
materials.  
The principles of emergent constructivist design (Irlbeck et al., 2006) were used to 
create a flexible and supportive learning environment, and the conditions that the 
study found contributed to this environment included: a) the trainer developing 
positive relationships with the students; as well as b) the trainer maintaining regular 
communication and connections with the students that met their needs; along with c) 
ensuring flexibility and choice in course delivery. These features and the emanating 
themes, demonstrated that a flexible model of blended learning could be provided to 
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distance education students with little prior experience of technology that enabled the 
students to develop confidence in themselves as learners. In addition, this model 
could also help support and meet the individual needs of the students, despite the 
limitations of their prior learning, through a process of gradual introduction of 
technological learning tools. In this way, the students retained a sense of power and 
ownership over the learning experience. The implications of these findings will now 
be discussed. 
5.3 KEY FINDINGS 
This research set out to investigate what students studying through distance 
education perceived of the flexible model of blended learning that was used. The 
findings, as previously identified, emerged under the five themes of: perceived 
isolation; uptake of basic technology; communication and connectivity; prior 
experiences; and self-efficacy. Key aspects of these findings centre on what were 
seen by the participating students as the barriers and enablers to their successful 
engagement with blended learning. In this section, the key findings in relation to the 
identified themes are discussed. 
5.3.1 Isolation 
There were three findings related to the theme of isolation. The first of these findings 
was that students living in isolated locations and studying through a flexible model of 
blended learning have a generally positive attitude towards their learning experience. 
These students saw their relative remoteness as more of an enabler than a barrier and 
also appreciated the enhanced communication opportunities that the blended learning 
model offered them. The second finding was that a flexible blended learning model 
that allows the instructional design to emerge provided an effective and efficient 
process of course delivery for distance education. This finding appeared to be related 
to an increased willingness on behalf of the students to embrace the limited 
technology options made available to them. A third finding was that the benefits of 
the blended learning options made available to the participating students, especially 
in regards to the enhanced opportunities for communication and connectivity with 
the trainer, facilitated an ongoing involvement and ultimately a positive attitude to 
their learning experiences. In general, it emerged that the feeling of isolation for 
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students studying by distance education was gradually reduced through the use of 
blended learning.  
5.3.2 Uptake of basic technology 
The first of the findings that relate to technology indicated that, through the 
development of a supportive learning climate, the attitude of the students to using the 
available technology slowly and positively changed. Results of this study indicate 
that, once the students began the course and started to try some of the blended 
options available, their confidence then increased. The students were allowed to 
progressively engage in a process of trial and error within a non-threatening 
environment. Because of this factor, the majority of students found that there were 
advantages associated with engaging with the different technologies to support their 
learning. Having experienced success with their first efforts they were then willing to 
try other ways of using technology in their learning. 
The second key finding in relation to technology emerged as a barrier to learning. 
This finding was that the limited previous experience in using technology in their 
learning proved to have an initial negative impact on the students’ confidence in 
engaging with blended learning. Such lack of experience was instrumental in 
students’ initial choice for a traditional approach to their learning. The positive 
experiences that they had during the course encouraged them to try using different 
technologies.  
The third finding in relation to this theme indicated that the simple straight-forward 
technology options made available through the blended learning model used, proved 
to be a significant enabler for the participating students. It was the nature of these 
options that gave the students the confidence to trial new technologies despite their 
initial lack of expertise.  
5.3.3 Communication and connectivity 
While this current research identified five essential themes, it was also evident that 
these themes shared the central link of effective communication and connectivity. 
The finding here was that students believed that it was important to have a person to 
communicate with and to rely on while studying. It was this relationship that served 
to be the strongest enabler for many of the participants. Conversely, it became clear 
that not having a strong interpersonal connection was seen as a major barrier to 
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course completion. The current research reinforced the idea that the interpersonal 
connectivity aspect of any blended learning model on offer would be critical to its 
chance of success or failure and assisted the development of a supportive learning 
environment.  
5.3.4 Prior experience 
Another finding from the research suggests that previous general learning 
experiences were initially a barrier, in terms of the students’ confidence to engage 
with different modes of learning, as well as the related technologies offered. The 
students’ prior learning experiences meant that, as a group, these students were 
unfamiliar with the range of ways they could connect and support each other with 
their learning. As a result, the students’ sense of excitement with using e-mail 
communication to receive feedback from the trainer, and with using Google searches 
to enhance their learning, are understood as the initial stages of community 
engagement. These students felt a sense of community through this engagement with 
the technology. Using emergent constructivist principles, it is suggested that through 
further study experiences, these students may continue to develop an enhanced sense 
of community as they build on these learning experiences.   
5.3.5 Self-efficacy 
The growth of self-efficacy proved to be a key enabler to students’ successful 
engagement with all modes of blended learning on offer. While many factors 
combined in facilitating this growth, it was, according to the students interviewed, 
factors such as recognition of their individual needs and the flexibility of the model 
that made the difference. When the students found that they could proceed through 
the course at their own pace, and had the choice to engage with the blended learning 
options, they grew in confidence. This confidence proved to be the catalyst for the 
growth in self-efficacy that, in turn, encouraged the students to experiment further. 
The growth of self-efficacy proved to be an enabler to students’ successful 
engagement with all modes of blended learning on offer. According to Zimmermann 
(2000), self-efficacy is seen as a highly effective predictor of a student’s motivation 
to learn. The students in this research previously had limited experience with 
anything other than a traditional teacher directed course approach and initially lacked 
confidence to use technology options to support their learning opting instead initially 
 90 Discussion 
for  more traditional modes such as workbooks and study guide. We have seen that 
due to a range of factors primarily linked to communication and connectivity this 
slowly but progressively changed.  
5.4 FINDINGS IN RELATION TO EXISTING RESEARCH AND 
LITERATURE   
Previous research carried out on the application of blended learning to distance 
education found that there were a number of factors that have inhibited the successful 
engagement of students (Irlbeck et al., 2006; McVay-Lynch & Roecker, 2007; 
Roberts, 2004). The finding from the current research however differs in each case. 
For example, a similar study to this current research conducted in Queensland by 
Roberts (2004) found that, for blended learning to be successful, it needed the 
support of educators who were highly skilled in technology. This aspect did not 
emerge as an issue in this study, and could be attributed to the relatively simple 
technological choices that were offered to these participants, who were novices with 
technology. However, as with the students developing competence in using 
technology to support their learning, it is proposed that educators could possibly 
progressively develop these skills if they are supported in their approach to using the 
technology.  
Additionally, according to Roberts (2004), distance-based blended learning courses 
were designed for the masses and have struggled to meet student demands in relation 
to convenience, service, high quality and low cost. The current findings show that 
this emergent model of blended learning was able to meet the convenience and 
service requirements of the participants, but whether this result can be provided at 
low cost is still to be determined. These findings are supported by those of Tayebinik 
and Puteh (2012) who stated that the feeling of isolation for students studying by 
distance education is removed through blended learning.  
A further criticism of blended learning was made by McVay-Lynch and Roecker 
(2007) who stated that course providers were often more interested in experimenting 
with the delivery mechanism and ignored the importance of the material and the 
instructional design. The students in this research project indicated that they 
appreciated the power of choice that they had in the process. As a result, they 
responded positively to the materials made available to them in the form of blended 
learning. That this course allowed the students, given their prior experiences, to use 
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technologies that were within their capabilities, is significant. This outcome agreed 
with the findings of Miller et al. (2004) and Trasler (2002), who suggested that the 
primary aim of a blended learning program is to meet the training requirements of 
both the individual learner and the organisation by providing the appropriate mixture 
of learning media.   
It was Miller et al. (2004) who stated that, all of these elements have to integrate and 
interact effectively, for the blended learning course to develop a culture that is both a 
positive and worthwhile experience. In the current research, the variety of elements 
available to learners included: the course material in both text and digital formats; 
support materials in the form of online workshops and recorded DVDs; the 
communication technologies available through the Internet, as well as access to a 
learning management system; and the on-call support of the trainer. Allowing 
students to gradually try out the options in a low pressure environment contributed to 
these students expressing feelings of being supported with their learning. 
The problems surrounding the issue of lack of student confidence in dealing with 
new technologies, especially those requiring complex or individualised interactions, 
was raised by Irlbeck et al. (2006) and is supported by the findings of this study in so 
far as this factor influenced the initial study choices of the participants. Issues with 
confidence appear to arise from insecurity about engaging with new technologies. 
The results of this current study indicate that, once students began the course and 
started to try some of the blended options available, their confidence increased. It 
became clear that, while most students were initially insecure about using 
technologies that were new to them in a learning context, encouragement and an 
opportunity for trial and error in a non-threatening environment led to a growth in 
self-efficacy. This observation agrees with McCombe and Vakili (2005) who claimed 
that, when used effectively, blended learning could lead to a more learner-centred 
education environment. 
Frank et al. (2002) recommended that face-to-face course orientation be a part of 
online learning. They claimed that blended learning can take on any form so long as 
there is early and regular face-to-face contact between the teacher and the learner. In 
this research all of the students were engaged in an initial compulsory induction 
meeting where an indication of their proficiency with technology could be 
ascertained. While an offer was made at this time to assist any student who believed 
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that they would have difficulty using the technology, it was not until the course had 
commenced that approaches were made by students for this type of assistance.  
The students in this study were novice technology users. Based on Dreyfus and 
Dreyfus’s (1980) model of skill acquisition, these students were incapable of initially 
seeking assistance as they were unaware of the possibilities of the technology for 
their learning. The Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980) model used a set of stages to 
demonstrate how students acquire skills through formal instruction and practice. The 
stages are: novice; advanced beginner; competent beginner; and expert. The first two 
stages apply to the learners in this study, who progressed from novice to advanced 
beginner throughout the course. Essentially, novices are characterised by having an 
incomplete understanding, approaching tasks mechanistically and needing 
supervision to complete them while advanced beginners display characteristics such 
as having a working understanding, tending to see actions as a series of steps and 
being able to complete simpler tasks without supervision (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1980). 
It was because of their status as novices with technology that the students were 
unaware of the possible ways that technology could enhance their learning 
experience. They remained reliant on the assistance and guidance of others with 
regards to technology throughout this course. 
An understanding of the connection between effective pedagogy and the use of 
technology is another issue related to blended learning that has been raised in the 
literature. Many authors (Bennett et al., 2009; Dabbagh, 2004; Irlbeck et al., 2006; 
Miao et al., 2009) have claimed that, to design effective blended learning instruction, 
practitioners need to have knowledge about how people learn. This knowledge will 
then direct them to the required instructional strategy that will, in turn, drive the 
technology that is chosen. These authors further claimed that, provided the focus 
remains on learning then the correct balance between the different instructional 
modes that are offered will be maintained. An important finding of this study was 
that the complexity of the technology offered needed to be aligned with the students’ 
prior learning experiences. For example, the students in this study gained confidence 
in engaging with different technologies to support their learning, as they were 
successful with using such devices as e-mail communications, DVDs, and online 
workshops. These technologies would be considered unsophisticated in terms of 
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current technological advancements, but were new tools for learning for the 
participants in this study. 
There is, however, limited discussion in this current research about the pedagogy 
behind the program offered, other than to indicate that the students initially opted for 
a traditional paper-based approach. This choice meant that each student was provided 
with the relevant skills and knowledge through written texts such as the learner and 
assessment guides. The pedagogical difference lay in the choices students were 
provided with and the process involved in the student’s use of these choices 
including access to a range of technology options. The aim was to allow for a 
blended learning model to emerge. This approach is supported in the literature by 
Rossett et al. (2003), who claimed that there cannot be a generic model for blended 
learning as there are far too many variables and a focus on a carefully designed one-
size-fits-all model of blended learning would be counter intuitive. 
There was one aspect of the current research that closely reflected the findings of a 
number of other studies. This aspect related to the participants’ responses indicating 
that the development of a close rapport between the students and the trainer was a 
catalyst for the development of a supportive learning culture that gave the students 
confidence and encouragement. The importance of having a person to communicate 
with while studying was raised by Usta and Özdemir (2007) in a study regarding 
students’ opinions about blended learning environments. Their findings showed that 
students have mostly positive opinions about blended learning when there was a high 
level of interaction between students and instructor in an online environment. 
Additional support for this finding is provided by Akkoyunlu and Soylu (2006), who 
indicated high demands for face-to-face interactions in online learning. This position 
on blended learning was also supported by Ali and Leeds (2009) in a pilot study that 
emphasised the significant impact of effective face-to-face delivery.  
The current research also reinforced the idea that the interpersonal connectivity 
aspect of any blended learning model was critical to its chance of success or failure. 
This finding supports those claims made by Joliffe et al. (2001), who said that one of 
the most significant advantages that blended learning offers both teachers and 
learners is the opportunity to foster positive interactions between both parties. They 
say that, if it is planned correctly, feedback and individual coaching from a tutor on a 
one-to-one basis can assist in the development of knowledge as well as help in 
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overcoming the problems associated with resolving difficult issues as they arise. 
These findings are also aligned with the proposal by Khine and Lourdusamy’s (2003) 
that the learner should be the central focus of any blended learning course.  
It is claimed that blended learning can improve learning for students, and can foster 
better communication and collaboration among the participating students (Joliffe et 
al., 2001). However, there were limited opportunities for the participants in this 
research to engage in communciation with others through the use of the available 
technology. Those attending the face-to-face workshops had the opportunity to make 
connections with other students but these connections were not sustained due to the 
limited opportunities for ongoing face-to-face engagement. It appears that the 
students required this face-to-face contact before they felt confident to engage with 
each other as learners. The students did not seek out online ways to engage with each 
other and the trainer did not make suggestions for other ways to connect. The 
students’ prior experiences with learning meant that completion of the course 
involved communication between themselves and their trainer, and not through 
dialogue with other learners.  
Much of the literature on blended learning indicates that early and frequent 
communication can and does foster positive interactions between the trainer and the 
students (Frank, et al., 2002; Joliffe et al., 2007; Khine & Lourdusamy, 2003). The 
current research found that this connection was the most effective part of the blended 
learning process for this group of learners. It was especially important as they were 
inexperienced in engaging with formal study generally and learning through 
technology specifically. Previous research has shown that students studying by 
distance mode put a high value on connectivity and communication, and the findings 
from this current research suggest that any course that, does not consider this aspect 
on any level of engagement, is likely to create dissatisfaction among its students.  
According to Sharpe et al. (2006), there is evidence that both prior experience and 
attitudes positively influence students’ experiences of blended learning. They state 
that prior computing experience has been an advantage for students when studying in 
a blended mode. However, the research findings from the current study suggest that, 
while previous general learning experiences may create a barrier to engagement with 
technology, by incorporating an emergent constructivist model of blended learning, 
students can be supported to engage from their own level of competence. The lack of 
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experience with technology was instrumental in students choosing to opt for a 
traditional approach to their learning and it was only the positive experiences that 
they had during the course that encouraged them to try using different technologies. 
It is proposed that, if these students had more experience in using technology, then 
they would have been better positioned to engage earlier with the technology on 
offer. They may also have been prepared to engage more often with a wider range of 
options. 
There was considerable agreement in the literature from sources such as Rabideau 
(2003) and Piskurich (2003) for Morrison’s (2003) criticism that blended learning is 
just a transient process. Morrison stated, “That those who are not sure which type of 
learning to use are likely to use many different modes in the hope that the whole will 
be greater than the sum of its parts” (p. 1). According to Delahaye and Ehrich (2008), 
success in using blended learning is dependent on a more complete understanding of 
the significance of individual learning styles. In this research, learners chose the 
mode of blended learning that they felt comfortable with and that fitted (as close as 
possible) with their preferred learning style. The research showed the growth in self-
efficacy prompted all but one of the students to experiment with many of the 
available blended learning options. 
The significant factor for the future of VET research is that, based on these findings, 
it could be confidently asserted that students offered a supportive and flexible range 
of blended learning options will not just choose to engage with blended learning 
simply as a default choice (Piskurich, 2004). They will rather make a conscious, 
deliberate decision. A delivery model that is allowed to emerge can deliver quality 
instructional material enhancing student satisfaction with their learning experience is 
a finding of this research that holds significant promise for distance learning. 
5.5 SUMMARY 
The blended learning model used in this study allowed for choice in the modes of 
instruction on offer in order to meet the individual learning needs of the students. 
The research focussed on what the students perceived as enablers to learning using 
aspects of blended learning and what they perceived as the barriers. When the 
findings of this research are examined five key outcomes emerge. The first of these 
outcomes is that blended learning holds special appeal to students studying by 
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distance mode as a choice of convenience. However, this appeal is associated with its 
ability to assist in overcoming feelings of isolation associated with difficulties 
accessing suitable study options by providing a level of flexibility not offered by 
other modes of study.  
The second outcome is that many of these students have limited experience of using 
technology for study purposes. It was this lack of prior experience that held them 
back from a full engagement with blended learning. As a result, while technology 
was seen as an important element in the development of a worthwhile blended 
program it required the development of a supportive learning climate to be used. 
Other elements that supported the participants’ learning included the availability of 
additional personal and material resources. The interpersonal skills as well as the 
ideas and experience of the trainers and the students and the availability of time and 
on-call assistance were important resources to augment their use of technology in 
their learning. All of these elements needed to integrate and interact effectively for 
the blended learning course to be both a positive and worthwhile experience. This 
interaction helped to support the creation of what can be termed, an emergent 
blended learning culture. 
The third, and possibly the strongest, outcome for students with limited prior 
experience of using technology for study purposes is that regular contact between the 
trainer and the student was critical to the success of blended learning as a mode of 
study for this group of technology immigrants. Effective communication and 
connectivity is the unifying link between all of the identified themes. The fourth 
outcome is that there appears to be little relationship between a student’s prior study 
experiences and attitude to study and a willingness to participate in blending 
learning.  
This study has shown that blended learning has the capacity to gradually move all 
learners from a dependence on traditional learning to a willingness to embrace new 
ways of acquiring knowledge and skills. When this move occurs and when the 
students are given freedom of choice and positive encouragement to experiment with 
useful technology, then they develop a degree of self-efficacy. The fifth finding 
includes the realisation that this growth in self-efficacy then results in an increased 
willingness to experiment with strategies that were previously untried. The overall 
findings from this research support the assertion that a flexible and individualised 
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blended learning model can evolve out of the choices made by the students. Chapter 
6 will address the conclusions, limitations, and recommendations that have emerged 
from this research and consider further avenues for research.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
This study explored the conditions that enabled or inhibited the development of a 
flexible blended learning model. The model was intended to meet the individual 
needs of all participating students studying by distance education. For this purpose, 
the research explored the experiences of a group of 10 teacher aides who were 
studying a Certificate IV course in Education Support through engagement with a 
flexible model of blended learning distance education.  
The research questions for this research were: 
 How do distance education students’ perceive the options available through a 
model of blended learning as meeting their learning needs?  
  Why are different aspects of a blended learning model perceived as enablers 
or barriers to learning through distance education? 
This final chapter reviews the design and research methods of this study (Section 
6.2) as well as consider the limitations (Section 6.3). In addition, this chapter will 
consider the implications of the findings and will explore questions that emerge from 
these findings in relation to possible further research (Section 6.4).  
6.2 REVIEW OF THE DESIGN AND RESEARCH METHODS 
The methodology chosen for this research was drawn from an emergent 
constructivist paradigm and used a case study design. The term, Emergent 
Constructivism, was used by Allen and Bickhard (2011) to highlight the middle 
ground that they claimed existed between the active and passive forms of 
constructivism. An emergent constructivist paradigm (Irlbeck et al., 2006) was useful 
for this research study as it allowed the researcher a more central position in the 
process of eliciting information from the participants. This research project was 
premised on the unsatisfactory nature of the one- size- fits- all model that is 
sometimes the only model available to distance students (Rossett et al., 2003). As a 
result, this study focussed on the belief that effective blended learning does not need 
to be constrained by a rigid instructional design, but like all emergent systems it will 
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develop its own workable centralised structure if allowed to emerge. Based on the 
themes identified during the analysis, this approach allows for some hypothesising 
about what might happen in future research into this topic (McCutcheon & Meredith, 
1993). 
The case study design used in this research was founded on an inductive approach 
(Cavaye, 1996) and involved explanations of participants’ emerging perspectives. 
The case study enabled the researcher to conduct a thorough analysis of students’ 
developing and perhaps changing perceptions of a model of blended learning that 
had been made flexible enough to try to meet individual learning needs. An inductive 
approach to case study was suitable for this research, as it allowed the findings to 
emerge through the identification of various themes that became evident during the 
data analysis phase of the study (Mills et al., 2009). The study has determined, from 
the participants’ perspective, how a flexible yet efficient and effective model of 
blended learning may be possible (Creswell, 2006).  
In summary it was the purpose of this research to investigate what students studying 
through distance education, perceived of a flexible model of blended learning and 
also, to discover what were the perceived enablers and barriers to learners using this 
model. The findings, as previously identified, emerged under the five themes of: 
perceived isolation; uptake of basic technology; communication and connectivity; 
prior experiences; and self-efficacy.  
These findings indicated that blended learning appealed to the participating students 
because its flexibility assisted the students to deal with their feelings of isolation. The 
results also indicated that the novice status of the students, in regards to technology, 
acted as an initial barrier to their learning. The results also indicated that this barrier 
was only overcome due to the establishment of a supportive climate that came to 
exist between the students and their trainer. Satisfactory levels of effective 
connectivity and communication facilitated the development of a blended learning 
culture. It was this culture that facilitated the gradual uptake of the various blended 
learning options, and resulted in the students’ perception of the learning experience 
as positive and worthwhile. 
It was also discovered in this study that the student’s prior study experiences can 
determine their initial confidence and interest in using technology to support their 
learning experience. It was because of the flexibility students experienced with the 
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blended learning model and the freedom and choice that this allowed them that they 
were able to grow in self-efficacy. This developing self-efficacy then acted as a 
catalyst to the students’ willingness to try previously untried blended learning 
options. 
It is important to note that the relative inexperience of the trainer in being able to 
offer a wider range of technologies for student use within the study had two 
potentially negative effects on the research outcome. The first of these was the 
limitations that this restricted knowledge and experience imposed on the students’ 
choice of blended learning tools. An example of this was the failure of the trainer to 
encourage the students to explore ways of connecting using appropriate technology 
so that they may have benefited through effective student to student collaboration. 
The second barrier arose when the trainer took on the other role of interviewer and 
researcher. Not being aware of the possibilities that more effective use of current 
technology had to offer played a part in limiting the choice of relevant interview 
questions and therefore had an influence on the outcomes of the research itself. 
The overall findings from this research support the assertion that, a flexible and 
individualised blended learning model, can emerge out of the choices made by the 
students. It also demonstrated that in most instances this model of blended learning 
acted more often as an enabler than a barrier to effective student learning. The rest of 
this chapter will address the limitations, as well as the emerging questions and 
opportunities, for further research 
6.3 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
This research set out to collect, expand and explore what are a select group of 
students’ perceptions of a model of blended learning. This blended learning model 
had been compiled in such a way that it had the potential to meet the individual 
learning needs of students in diverse geographic locations, who were studying 
through distance education. It was a small scale study involving 10 technologically 
naive students and involved, for the most part, only one trainer, who was also the 
researcher. The information was collected through a case study design incorporating 
one-on-one interviews with the participants. These characteristics form the potential 
limitations of the study and can be broadly described as: 1) transferability; 2) role 
conflict; 3) participant technological competence; and 4) data collection methods. 
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6.3.1 Transferability 
A case study design was selected as this was a small scale research, narrowly focused 
on a specific problem in an atypical context. The context involved a group of mature-
aged students, who chose to return to formal study after an extended break and who 
were engaged with using a flexible model of blended learning. Because of the novice 
technology status of the group involved in this research, it was anticipated that any 
outcomes while relevant in this set of special circumstances, might not be able to be 
generalised to the larger population. The fact that larger organisations normally need 
to deal with a more heterogeneous body of students and often enjoy less flexibility 
might also affect the transferability of the outcomes of this research.  
These factors introduce a range of issues that could not be addressed by this limited 
study. However, the findings have potentially raised questions that might be valid for 
trainers, their organisations and their students, particularly in the context of distance 
education with students enrolled in VET courses (Halverson et al., 2014). Some 
examples of questions raised by this study include: What is the capacity of VET 
institutions to create flexible models of blended learning delivery? How can 
communication and connectivity between the trainer and the student be effectively 
and efficiently operationalised in distance education modes of delivery? How would 
pre-course training in areas such as technology prepare enrolling distance education 
students so that they benefit from their online learning experience? and how can a 
flexible blended learning model influence the power relationships between the 
organisation and the student? These questions are further explored in Section 6.4. 
6.3.2 Role conflict 
In this research project the researcher was also the trainer. This dual role provided 
some advantages for both the researcher and the participants, as it meant that by the 
time the interviews were conducted a working relationship between the two parties 
had already been established. However, as the trainer had worked with the 
participants in order to attempt to develop a learning climate based on trust, it was 
possible that this may have influenced the way the participants responded to 
interview questions. Because of this pre-existing relationship, the students may have 
tried to second guess the intention behind the interview questions and attempted to 
provide the answers that they believed the researcher would want to hear.  
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Creswell (2008) calls this a ‘filtered’ version of the truth and it clearly has the 
potential to bias the outcome of the research. As the researcher was aware of this 
possibility, a series of clarifying questions were inserted into the interviews to limit 
this possibility. These clarifying questions allowed the researcher to explore 
responses at a deeper level and to avoid superficiality. As an example, if a participant 
responded to a question with a closed answer or a vague reply, the researcher would 
either reframe the question or ask another question framed in such a way as to elicit 
further useful responses. 
6.3.3 Participant technological competence 
The scope and range of blended learning options that could be made available to the 
participating students were greatly restricted by the novice status of these learners. 
The training organisation had the capacity to provide a sophisticated suite of 
technology options to students. However, the limited technological competence of 
the students resulted in their tentative engagement in basic technologies such as e-
mails and subsequently DVD recordings of workshops, as well as some uptake of the 
videoconferencing facilities and the LMS.  
Even as the students grew in confidence and self-efficacy, their expertise in using 
technology remained at a relatively low level. Because of this factor, they did not 
seek to engage with other more advanced forms of technology. While the students 
could request to access the services of the on-site technology officer, this access was 
restricted by time and cost considerations.  
6.3.4 Data collection methods 
The case study design involved gathering descriptive data with the emphasis on 
exploration and insight. The case study allowed the research to focus on the depth of 
the data rather than the breadth. It was also considered important that the researcher 
be allowed  to play an active role in the data collection (Wimmer & Dominick, 1997) 
as this allowed for interrogation of emerging themes. In this case study, individual 
interviews were used as the method for data collection. Using semi-structured 
interviews provided the freedom to follow up points as necessary (Thomas, 2011).  
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6.4 EMERGING QUESTIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR FURTHER 
RESEARCH 
This study has achieved its primary aim of identifying the barriers and enablers to 
learning, for a cohort of students studying a distance education course, using a 
flexible model of blended learning. This research resulted in the emergence of a set 
of theme- related findings that, in turn, resulted in the emergence of a number of 
significant and as yet unanswered questions. It is these questions that form the basis 
of opportunities for further research. 
The 10 students who participated in this study provided a proximal view of the 
experiences of a group of mature students struggling with a return to formal study. 
The mode of study that, they were engaged in, was a flexible model of blended 
learning associated with distance education. The research outcomes that emerged 
from this study were related to five significant themes that have been identified as: 
perceived isolation; uptake of basic technology; communication and connectivity; 
prior experiences; and self-efficacy. These themes provided outcomes that 
demonstrated that it is possible to provide an effective and efficient, flexible model 
of blended learning, with the capacity to meet the needs of a select group of 
inexperienced students. However, it also raised four significant questions that, if 
answered, would benefit both the development of distance blended learning for the 
VET system and could be extended to other areas of education.  
Could this flexible model of blended learning be provided in an effective yet 
sustainable way in a different context? 
While this current research demonstrates that it is possible to provide a flexible 
model of blended learning with the capacity to meet the needs of a group of 
inexperienced students studying by distance mode, it did not address the issue of 
sustainability. A question that remains unanswered relates to the possibility of 
providing a labour-intensive model of blended learning that is also sustainable in 
relation to both efficiency and cost effectiveness. The provision of an individualised 
yet flexible model that required the trainer to be available out of normal hours, was 
sustainable within the context of a small, not-for-profit training organisation with a 
limited number of students, but remains unproven for other contexts. 
Aspects of the blended learning model provided to the participating students in this 
study came at what might be regarded by some as an unacceptable cost. The 
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decision, for example, to mandate an initial face-to-face visit with each enrolling 
student, regardless of the location, is an expensive undertaking for any training 
organisation to consider. According to Katz and Oblinger (2000), the maintenance of 
courses that involve around the clock e-mail responses and other high-cost, labour 
intensive solutions have proven to be difficult to implement and sustain. Because of 
this a model, similar to the one described in the study, might not necessarily be 
sustainable for a commercial company with numerous students or for TAFE systems 
that work to a tight budget. While it could be claimed that the flexible blended 
learning model associated with this study provided an acceptable product to its 
students, it is not clear whether this model could be replicated by larger more 
complex organisations.  
In comparison, Schuhmann and Skopek (2009) state that most online distance 
learning courses struggle to meet the demands of their students relying instead on 
providing poor imitations of traditional classrooms. It would seem that training 
organisations find that providing their students with timely on call support is often 
too demanding. They rely instead on talking heads, lots of text on screen and 
streaming video (Schuhmann & Skopek, 2009). Organisations that aim to provide 
quality blended learning may find that, while it is potentially effective, it might also 
be prohibitively expensive. However, it could be argued that larger organisations 
may have access to more funding options and would benefit from the advantages of 
economy of scale, where their enrolment numbers provided sufficient funding to 
experiment with some of the more expensive technologies (Tsang, 1997).  
According to Elliott and Clayton (2007), all organisations find that the 
implementation of the e-learning aspect of training to be a moderate to significant 
barrier. It would seem that the research outcome from this current study indicated 
that a flexible blended learning product can succeed in a specific context, may pose a 
dilemma to other organisations both large and small. VET training organisations 
would need to determine whether they believed that the results from this small scale 
research are persuasive enough to overcome the issues of cost and time associated 
with the implementation of blended learning in contexts different from the one that 
was the subject of this research. While this research did not explore opportunities for 
students to collaborate through such modes as blogging, tweeting and the use of chat- 
 Conclusion 105 
rooms, it may be these aspects that hold the greatest attractions for larger training 
providers (Bennet et al., 2009). 
Because of these circumstances, it is difficult to state categorically that this model of 
blended learning would work in other contexts where the pressures of budgets and 
other priorities might place limitations on the service provided to students. If further 
research could be carried out, where a larger number of students with varied 
backgrounds and with a range of technology experience and expertise were being 
serviced by a larger and more complex organisation, then results might be 
forthcoming that could be extrapolated across a wider field of VET providers. 
Is there value in maximising the communication and connectivity aspects of blended 
learning? 
The relative success of this small scale research project was based on the provision 
of significant levels of communication and connectivity between the trainer and the 
students. Given the importance that the students in this study put on the connectivity 
and communication aspect of blended learning there appears to be value in exploring 
how this aspect could be sustained as well as improved. This study as well as others 
have found a relationship between communication and connectivity and improved 
student outcomes. For Joliffe et al. (2001), the e-learning component of blended 
learning has the potential to improve learning. It can also foster better 
communication and collaboration among students and instructors. They also claim 
that one of the significant advantages of blended learning is that it has the potential to 
encourage team building and engender a shared sense of purpose for the entire group. 
There is also some quantitative evidence that blended learning can improve the speed 
and accuracy of student task completion (Kiser, 2002), although whether this can be 
attributed to the communication and connectivity aspects of blended learning alone 
remains unclear.  
The effective communication and connectivity aspect of the current research referred 
almost entirely to the relationship that was developed between the student and 
trainer, and did not seek to explore the relationships that might have developed 
between the fellow participants. There is much literature (Salmon, 2000; Savenye, 
2007; Sebastian et al., 2009) regarding the positive outcomes associated with greater 
collaboration between students. Organisations seeking to secure better outcomes 
from their blended learning courses would need to consider sustainable ways to 
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improve all levels of communication between student and instructor, and student and 
student.  
There were clear findings from this research that a flexible model of blended 
learning, which catered for the communication and connectivity needs of a small 
group of distance education students, could be provided. However, there were a 
number of factors that applied in this context, that raise doubts about whether similar 
results could be achieved in different contexts. The students in this study were 
considered homogenous, in the sense that all were practicing teacher aides of 
approximately the same age, with similar gaps in their formal learning and their 
technology skill levels.  
The organisation involved in this research was also atypical, in that it was a small 
organisation with limited overheads and a philosophy that focussed strongly on 
student welfare. These characteristics contributed to the development of a model of 
blended learning that was learner centred, time intensive and flexible. The research 
intended that the students would be able to contact the same trainer on all occasions 
with a minimum of delay. These factors meant that the needs of the students were 
able to be met efficiently and effectively, and in a timely manner.  
Can students be encouraged to engage with blended learning by having pre-course 
training? 
One of the themes that emerged from this current study was the growth in students’ 
self-efficacy as they gained experience and confidence during their study. 
Conversely, it was this lack of self-efficacy that provided an initial barrier to the 
students engaging with the blended learning options available. The more confident 
and experienced students are when they start a course, the more success they should 
experience and the greater their subsequent growth in self-efficacy. As growth in 
self-efficacy acted as a catalyst for students to engage in blended learning, it may 
prove worthwhile to provide an induction process designed to provide students with 
the type and range of technological skills needed to support their learning.  
A precedent for this induction process already exists with the requirement for 
training organisations to screen their newly enrolled students in the areas of 
language, literacy, and numeracy (Foley, 2002). An extension of this thinking is to 
require training organisations to provide their enrolling students with technology 
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training prior to the start of their courses. This requirement has even greater 
significance in this age of rapid change where according to Crompton (2013) the 
educational system is experiencing a new transition with the penetration of mobile 
devices such as smart phones and iPads. These devices provide a mobilised study 
environment and have led to the development of a new field of research, known as 
m-learning. 
While an innovation such as this would be greatly beneficial for students, it would 
also be of great assistance to training organisations, as it would progressively enable 
them to confidently introduce a wider range of blended learning options to support 
student learning. Research has already been carried out in this area for first year 
university students. In a paper by Yang, Catteral, and Davis (2013), it is reported that 
the implementation of an Education Technology Preparation (ETP) program 
provided a significant improvement in students’ confidence and attitudes towards 
learning online., Yang et al. (2013) found that online learning provided greater 
flexibility to time-poor students, but only if they were confident and competent users 
of the online systems. Data from the study not only indicated an improvement in 
students’ online experiences and attitudes, but it also indicated that they had acquired 
a new set of skills necessary to take advantage of flexible learning opportunities 
similar to those associated with a flexible, blended learning program (Yang et al., 
2013). If this ETP model was to be provided to new VET students then it could be 
anticipated that the results of this training would provide an opportunity for 
worthwhile future research. 
Can a flexible blended learning model influence the power relationships between the 
organisation and the student? 
Radwan and Leeds (2009) claim that students involved with using e-learning have 
become disengaged, not only with their studies but also in many cases with the 
organisations offering their courses. The reason for this disengagement, according to 
Brabazon (2002); Bersin (2004) and Moore and Kearsley (2011), was that students 
wanted more than asynchronous communication from their learning institutions. The 
dissatisfaction also arose from an inability to participate in the decision making 
process on how their courses were to be offered. Rye (2009) indicated that, in some 
case at least, organisations tended to make uninformed decisions based on incorrect 
assumptions about what their distance learners wanted. This belief is supported by 
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Watkins (2009), who claims that the blended learning models on offer are, on the 
whole, chosen by the training organisation and there is little or no opportunity of 
input from the students. This factor results in the top-down decision making model 
and differs from this current research project that involved a bottom-up design 
process.  
The one-size-fits-all model of course delivery that was identified within the literature 
(Irlbeck et al., 2006; Pauls, 2003; Roberts, 2004; Rye, 2009) was rejected by this 
research. The blended learning model used by the researcher set out instead to 
maximise flexibility by utilising an immediate feedback loop as part of the blended 
learning provisions. In this way the feedback loop was intended to empower students 
to make choices about how they would engage with their studies. It was a deliberate 
aim of this current research to provide students with an appreciable degree of control 
over the way their learning was delivered. 
This decision raises questions about the implications of developing an appropriate 
power balance between students and their training organisations that was beyond the 
scope of this current study. However, it seems that, if the prevailing model within 
blended learning is as top-down driven as Watkins (2007) claims, then reversing this 
trend and changing the power dynamic will take purposeful deliberation and time.  
6.5 SUMMARY 
Researching into the barriers and enablers that exist for a cohort of mature- aged 
students engaging with blended learning through distance education was identified as 
an important topic for research and one that had not been attempted previously. It 
was especially important as it was based on a different approach to blended learning 
to that which had been taken by a number of organisations in the past, where a one-
size-fits-all philosophy meant that students were left with little choice or power in 
their mode of study. The findings that were seen to emerge from this research 
provided, not only a verification that a flexible model of blended learning was 
possible in this context, but it also raised a number of questions that needed to be 
asked about the models being offered to distance based students by all training 
organisations both within and beyond the VET system.  
The study has questioned the predilection of organisations to develop one-size-fits-
all course designs and highlights the necessity of preparing vocation students for the 
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variety of ways to engage in learning that can form part of blended learning 
programs. While this was a small scale research into blended learning in a specific 
context, it nevertheless serves as a step towards improving the vocation education 
course offerings for a section of vocation education that has been under researched. It 
is hoped that the findings, the questions that these findings raised and the suggestions 
about further research prove to be beneficial to the VET sector as a whole and 
education generally. 
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Appendix A: Interview questions 
Research Question 1 
How do distance education students’ perceive the options available through a model of 
blended learning as meeting their learning needs?  
Topic Relevant Interview Questions Rationale 
Motivation Please explain what made you decide 
to return to formal study? 
This question is designed 
to be an ice breaker and to 
set the interview going. 
Motivation How did you feel about the decision?  
Did you have any major hesitations or 
concerns? 
Follow –up to find out 
about the student’s 
motivation to study. 
Motivation Can you describe what aspects of the 
course on offer initially appealed to 
you? 
 
This is a follow up question 
designed to find out 
more about the student’s 
needs. 
Previous study 
experiences 
Prior to this when did you last do 
formal study? 
 
This is intended to discover 
something of the student’s 
study  history 
Previous study 
experiences 
What positive experiences have you 
had when studying in the past? 
This question is intended to 
discover some historic 
details about the student’s 
study history. 
Previous study 
experiences 
What negative experiences have you 
had when studying in the past? 
This question is also 
intended to discover some 
historic details about the 
student’s study history. 
Geographic 
location/isolation 
What impact has where you live had 
on your study experience? 
 
 
This question is designed 
to specifically identify the 
perceived impact that 
geographical location 
has had on the student’s 
study experience. 
Attitude to 
technology 
Can you tell me about your previous 
experience in using technology?  
 
This question is intended to 
find out more about a 
student’s previous 
technology experience 
Attitude to 
technology 
To what extent has your use of 
technology helped you in this course 
of study? 
This follow up question is 
intended to find out about 
the student’s attitude to 
the use of technology. 
Attitude to course 
study 
How have you been able to fit this 
study course into your regular busy 
schedule? 
This question is intended to 
find out what factors in the 
student’s life have been 
impacted by the 
requirements of the course 
of study? 
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Research Question 2 
Why are different aspects of a blended learning model perceived as enablers or barriers to 
learning through distance education? 
Topic Relevant Interview Questions Rationale 
Enablers and barriers In what way does your experience so 
far compare with your previous study 
experiences? 
 
This question is intended to 
be reflective and provide 
the student with the 
opportunity to compare 
and contrast their 
experiences and to validate 
the responses to previous 
questions 
Enablers and barriers  What experiences of your study has 
worked best for you? 
 
This question is intended to 
identify specific needs that 
the student might have. 
Enablers and barriers Please elaborate on why it was so 
useful 
This question is intended 
as a follow up to the 
previous question but goes 
a little deeper to elicit 
specific positive feedback 
from the student. An 
overall a trend may be able 
to be identified in this way. 
Enablers and barriers What experiences of your study has 
been least effective for you? 
 
This question is also 
intended to identify 
specific 
needs that the student 
might have. 
Enablers and barriers In this study course did you get the 
support you needed when you needed 
it? 
 
This question is intended to 
provide the student to 
comment on their feelings 
about being supported. 
Enablers and barriers In what way do you believe the 
delivery of this course could be 
improved? 
This question is intended to 
be the ‘catch all question’ 
where the student is able 
to express their opinion on 
what they would like in a 
customised model. 
Enablers and barriers How important is it to have ready 
access to a trainer? 
 
 
This question is intended to 
discover how important 
communication is to the 
students. 
Enablers and barriers How has completing the course helped 
you? 
 
This is intended to be an 
open final question that 
could be used to pick up on 
other aspects that need 
following up if necessary. 
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Appendix B: QUT Ethics approval letter 
Subject: Ethics Application Approval -- 1100001535 
Dear Mr Dan Lucey 
 
Project Title:                
The provision of more effective training and assessment utilising blended 
learning for students living in remote areas and studying by distance 
education 
 
Approval Number:     1100001535 
Clearance Until:        8/12/2014 
Ethics Category:        Human 
 
As you are aware, your low risk application has been reviewed by your 
Faculty Research Ethics Advisor and confirmed as meeting the requirements 
of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  
 
Before data collection commences please ensure you attend to any changes 
requested by your Faculty Research Ethics Advisor. 
 
Whilst the data collection of your project has received ethical clearance, 
the decision to commence and authority to commence may be dependent on 
factors beyond the remit of the ethics committee (eg ethics clearance / 
permission from another institute / organisation) and you should not 
commence the proposed work until you have satisfied these requirements. 
 
If you require a formal approval certificate, please respond via reply 
e-mail and one will be issued. 
 
Decisions related to low risk ethical review are subject to ratification at 
the next available Committee meeting. You will only be contacted again in 
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relation to this matter if the Committee raises any additional questions or 
concerns. 
 
This project has been awarded ethical clearance until 8/12/2014 and a 
progress report must be submitted for an active ethical clearance at least 
once every twelve months. Researchers who fail to submit an appropriate 
progress report when asked to do so may have their ethical clearance 
revoked and/or the ethical clearances of other projects suspended. When 
your project has been completed please advise us by e-mail at your earliest 
convenience. 
 
For information regarding the use of social media in research, please go to: 
    http://www.research.qut.edu.au/ethics/humans/faqs/index.jsp 
 
For variations, please complete and submit an online variation form: 
    http://www.research.qut.edu.au/ethics/humans/applications.jsp#amend 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact the unit if you have any queries. 
 
Regards 
 
Janette Lamb on behalf of the Faculty Research Ethics Advisor  
Research Ethics Unit   |   Office of Research 
Level 4   |   88 Musk Avenue   |   Kelvin Grove 
p: +61 7 3138 5123   
e: ethicscontact@qut.edu.au  
w: http://www.research.qut.edu.au/ethics/ 
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Appendix C: Participant recruitment letter 
Dear   Student 
I am currently involved in a research project as part of my participation in a Masters 
of Education (By Research) course. My project is titled: “Blended Learning: 
Meeting the needs of Distance Education Students.”As the title suggests I am 
researching ways that students like yourself can be supported in undertaking their 
studies through a customised blended learning model. 
Your agreement to be involved in the project is very important as it is a means of 
collecting data regarding the real life experiences of students involved in studying by 
a distance mode. 
Your participation will involve you in the following activities: 
1. Negotiating with myself regarding the most appropriate model of training 
delivery. The choices that you have come under the heading of ‘blended 
learning’ and will be fully explained to you at the initial interview. 
2. Agreeing to trial the model agreed upon with an understanding that should it 
prove unsuitable a new model can be immediately renegotiated. 
3. Agreeing to be involved in a further interview at the end of the course to 
ascertain your degree of satisfaction with the model of training offered. This 
interview will be no more than 1 hour in length. 
The data gathered from this research project will be analysed and used in the 
development of a thesis. This thesis will be presented to the Queensland University 
of Technology as part of project to improve the delivery of Vocation training. 
If you are happy to agree to be involved in this project please sign the attached form 
and have your supervisor sign on behalf of your organisation. 
Thanking you 
Dan Lucey 
 138 Conclusion 
Appendix D: Student agreement 
STUDENT 
I ........................... understand the intention of this project outlined in the letter and 
agree to participate. I understand that that I will receive no remuneration from my 
participation. 
 
Signed..................................  (Student signature) 
Student name                                            date:   
 
Supervisor 
I ........................... understand the intention of this project outlined in the letter and 
agree to participate. I understand that that this organisation will receive no 
remuneration from any involvement. 
 
Signed..................................  (Supervisor’s signature) 
Organisation name:                                 date:   
 
 
 
